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DEPTH STUDY 4: THE WESTERN AND ISLAMIC WORLD

TOPIC 4b
Medieval Europe

4b.1 Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the concepts covered in this topic.

LEARNING SEQUENCE
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 4b.2 Chronology 257
 4b.3 Feudal society 259
4b.4 Everyday life 261
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 4b.6 Cathedral building 268
 4b.7 Music and decoration 270
 4b.8 Islam and the West 272
 4b.9 Crime and punishment 277
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4b.13 Medieval Europe’s influence 292
4b.14 Research project: A letter from Joan of Arc 294
4b.15 Review 296

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
In this topic students will investigate:

• The way of life in medieval Europe (social, cultural, economic and political features) and the roles and 
relationships of different groups in society 4b.2, 4b.3, 4b.4

• Significant developments and/or cultural achievements, such as changing relations between Islam and the 
West (including the Crusades), architecture, medieval manuscripts and music 4b.2, 4b.6, 4b.7, 4b.8, 4b.13

• Continuity and change in society in one of the following areas: crime and punishment, military and defence 
systems; towns, cities and commerce 4b.9, 4b.10, 4b.11, 4b.13

• The dominance of the Catholic Church 4b.5
• The role of significant individuals 4b.12, 4b.13

4b.1.1 Introduction
While investigating life in medieval Europe, you will be travelling back to the Europe of c.500–1500 CE. 
Most people lived in the countryside, worked in farming, were unlikely to ever travel more than 16  kilometres 
from their homes, had a life expectancy of less than 40 years and had none of the conveniences that we take 
for granted.

Christianity, especially via the Catholic Church, had huge power in politics, daily life and law-making. 
Its belief system united people spiritually and culturally and provided a framework for order, stability 
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and behaviour in everyday life. Kings and lords ruled and looked to the Pope to approve their actions. 
 Cathedrals and castles dominated towns and the countryside around them. 

 Wars were common. Cities had walls around them for protection. Law favoured the rich and powerful, so 
ordinary people found it diffi cult to receive justice.    

 Re-enactment of a medieval wedding in Bavaria, Germany  

 Starter questions 
1.  What does the image in SOURCE 1 depict?
2. Why might people like to re-enact a medieval wedding?
3. What events from the medieval world do people re-enact in their own time?
4. What do you know about medieval warfare? Have you ever seen a re-enactment? 

     Watch this eLesson:   Medieval Europe         
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  4b.2  Chronology 
 4b.2.1 Time and place 
 Europe comprises about seven per cent of the Earth’s land area and about 50 separate nations including 
France, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Spain and part of Russia. In 2013, 11 per cent of the world’s pop-
ulation lived in Europe; for most of the medieval period, it was 14.5 per cent. 

 Rivers, mountains and other features provided natural defensive barriers and borders that marked off one 
state from another. 

 The term ‘medieval’ comes from the Latin words  medium aevum , meaning ‘middle ages’. It refers to 
the period from about 500 CE to about 1500 CE between ancient and modern times. Historians divide the 
medieval period into the Early Middle Ages, the High Middle Ages and the Late Middle Ages. 
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  SOURCE 1  Map showing the main area of medieval Europe, and the physical features that divided or allowed 
access between them    
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4b.2.2 c.500–1000: the Early  
Middle Ages
From the early fifth century onwards, the Romans 
began to lose control of the western part of their 
empire. Germanic tribes from northern Europe grad-
ually settled in areas that the Romans no longer had 
the military and economic strength to control.

By c.800, what had been an empire controlled by 
Rome became separate states, each fought over, con-
quered and controlled by different groups.

Some historians use the term ‘Dark Ages’ to empha-
sise the destruction, social upheaval and lawlessness 
of this time. This term ignores the gradual nature of 
these changes and the era’s many achievements, espe-
cially under the reign of Charlemagne (742–814). 
By 800 CE, Charlemagne was Europe’s most pow-
erful ruler. His empire united most of western Europe 
under a shared culture and the Catholic religion.

4b.2.3 c.1000–1300: the High 
Middle Ages
A long period of warmer weather helped provide 
better conditions for farming. People began settling 
new areas in the east, and clearing large areas of for-
ests and marshes to increase the land available for 
crops. New farming techniques improved soil quality 
and the number of people that farmland could feed. 
The resulting rapid growth in population strengthened 
economies through most of Europe.

In 1054, after centuries of conflict over key issues, 
Christians in the east split from the Catholic Church 
in support of the Orthodox Church in eastern Europe. 
The Catholic Church retained its powerful position in 
western Europe, although many rulers resented this. It 
called on its followers to fight in a series of Crusades 
(military campaigns) between 1095 and 1291, over 
control of the city of Jerusalem, the land of Israel and 
beyond.

4b.2.4 c.1300–1500: the Late  
Middle Ages
In the Late Middle Ages, Europe suffered wars, a 
major famine in 1315–17 and, from c.1347 to 1353, 
the Black Death (see Topic 6b). Europe’s population 
decreased by up to 50 per cent and its economic pros-
perity decreased as well.
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SOURCE 2 A timeline showing the medieval 
period and key events within it
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  4b.3  Feudal society 
 4b.3.1 The feudal system 
 Rulers usually want to create law and order and make sure that people make good use of their society’s 
resources. In most of medieval Europe, the system for organising land use and for controlling people was 
the  feudal system  or feudalism. 

 4b.2 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    List fi ve important features of medieval Europe.   

 Develop source skills 
2.    Use   SOURCE 1   to identify the seas, oceans and mountains that roughly defi ne the borders of Europe in each 

direction.  
3.   Use   SOURCE 2   to identify the three main periods of medieval times and one key event from each.   

The sub-tenants allocated spare land to the PEASANTRY,
  who paid for the use of this land by:
     •  working the knight’s or the lord’s land as well as
         their own 
       •  paying taxes in the form of crops.

The TENANTS-IN-CHIEF (lords and bishops):
 •  provided fully equipped knights to serve 40 days per year in the
     monarch’s army
  •  provided the king with money, advice and prayers as
           appropriate.

The SUB-TENANTS (knights and lesser clergy) received land
from the tenants-in-chief in return for:
     •  fighting wars for the king or praying for his success
   •  guarding and protecting the person and property of the
          chief tenant.

The MONARCH gave land to the tenants-in-chief, who paid rent in the
  form of continuing loyalty and military support.

  SOURCE 1  A diagram showing the organisation of medieval society under feudalism  

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the following 
resources and auto-marked questions:

 � Medieval Christendom
 � Holy Roman Empire
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Charlemagne (c.747–814 CE) introduced this system in the ninth century to help him control large 
areas of land in Gaul (France). Feudalism gradually spread as Charlemagne gained more land in northern, 
western and central Europe.

Feudalism helped countries become stronger and provided people with a sense of protection. It also 
placed many restrictions and controls on the ways people lived their lives. SOURCE 1 explains how the 
feudal system worked.

4b.3.2 Feudalism in England
In 1066, William of Normandy became King of England after defeating the Anglo-Saxon king, Harold II, 
in the Battle of Hastings. It was William (known as William I, and also as William the Conqueror) who 
introduced feudalism into England.

In keeping with the feudal system, William claimed all of England’s land as his own and then divided it 
up to reward those who had been loyal to him and to gain promises of their future support.

Most of the Anglo-Saxon lords, whom William’s armies defeated, lost control of their land.

John I and the Magna Carta
The feudal system gave kings great power. Over time, some of England’s tenants-in-chief began to resent 
the fact that their king, John I (1167–1216), ruled them according to his personal needs rather than the law.

On 15 June 1215, the barons forced King John to sign the Magna Carta (Latin for ‘Great Charter’). The 
main idea of the Magna Carta was that the king could not just do whatever he wanted in governing the 
country. He had to:
 • respect the system of law that had developed up to that time
 • use this system of law in his dealings with the people (especially the barons).

The Magna Carta also supported the idea that people could appeal against being wrongfully imprisoned.
When King John later refused to follow the Magna Carta, his barons went to war with him. He died in 

battle.

4b.3.3 Roles in society
The upper classes
Wealth, or the lack of it, determined people’s status and opportunities. Small groups, dominated by wealthy 
men, controlled medieval Europe. They lived on the income from their estates and enjoyed the influence 
this gave them. They heard and decided disputes, fought battles for their king, participated in politics and 
took part in hunting expeditions and other sports.

Women had few opportunities to be involved in political decision-making. The Catholic Church taught 
that they were inferior to men and that their most important task was to be obedient daughters or wives and 
good mothers. A noblewoman married someone who would add to her family’s wealth and influence. The 
law treated her as the property of her husband.

The lady often took charge of the household while her husband was absent serving the king. She also 
looked after the sick and made sure that the estate was in good repair and running efficiently. If necessary, 
she organised the defence of her husband’s property against his enemies.

Children received the education that would prepare them for their future roles and responsibilities. 
A lord’s son might be educated in a monastery school or within another noble household. He would learn 
manners, Latin grammar, astronomy, philosophy, mathematics and sports that trained him in the skills of 
battle. A lord’s daughter might receive a convent education or be educated at home under the guidance of 
a private tutor and female relatives. She would learn how to organise a household and be trained in music, 
singing, conversation and good manners. Depending on her family’s attitude, she might also study mathe-
matics and learn to read and write.
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The poor
Society expected male peasants to provide for and protect their families and to fulfil their feudal obliga-
tions. They took part in all forms of farm work and also served as soldiers. Female peasants helped with the 
harvest, and also took responsibility for cooking, childcare and spinning and weaving cloth.

Town life often provided better opportunities for the poor. Learning a trade gave a man the chance, over 
time, to increase his income and perhaps control his own business. Women working in towns could also 
learn a trade, although men often refused to let them join guilds (organisations which set work standards 
for members and offered them protection).

Children worked as soon as they could do basic tasks — helping in the fields or learning trade skills. Girls 
also learned household chores and responsibilities. Charlemagne ordered the Catholic Church to provide 
free education to any boy within his empire with the ability and willingness to learn. Sometimes monasteries  
elsewhere also provided classes for the poor, but many people grew up being unable to read or write.

4b.3 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. What two names are used for the medieval system of organising society?
2. Who introduced this system and in what century?
3. What were the advantages of this system?
4. Why is the Magna Carta an important historical document?
5. What roles did society expect of men, women and children?

Develop source skills
6. Use SOURCE 1 to complete a summary of the feudal system. The key headings are given below. Use words 

and pictures to fill in the details.

The peasantry

The tenants-in-chief

 gained: in return for:

 gained: in return for:

 gained: in return for:

The sub-tenants

Feudal system

7. Use SOURCE 1 to explain how the feudal system helped a king like William to increase his wealth and his 
military strength.

4b.4 Everyday life
4b.4.1 Medieval people
About 90 per cent of medieval Europeans were peasants. They lived in villages of about 100 to 300 people 
in small clusters of houses located around the village green or along a potholed dirt road.

This was their community and they generally knew little of the world beyond it. Villages were usually 
located near a stream or river; peasants used this for their water supplies, to wash clothing and to dispose of 
waste products. If we had lived in medieval Europe, most of us would have lived this way too.
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 4b.4.2 The manor 
 The village and its surrounding land were called a  manor . A lord (or lady) controlled the manor and 
the manor house (sometimes a castle). His (or her) own farm area made up about one-third of the total. 
 Villagers farmed the rest of the land. 

 Land that was too mountainous for farming was used for rearing sheep and cattle. In southern Europe, 
people took advantage of the warmer climate to plant orchards and vineyards. 

 Every village had a ‘common’, which villagers shared as grazing land for their animals. The village also 
included the Church land (the  glebe ), the lord’s hunting forest, fenced-in meadows where hay was grown, 
and a large manor house or a castle. 

 The peasants lived in one- or two-roomed wooden huts with clay walls, unglazed window holes, dirt 
fl oors and thatched roofs. There was no running water, no toilets or bathing facilities and no beds. In winter 
they shared these lodgings with their animals. Each house had its own vegetable garden.  

 By contrast, the wealthy lived in stone houses or castles, two or more storeys high, with multiple rooms 
to suit the owners’ different needs. They had tiled fl oors and elaborate furniture, and they hung tapes-
tries on their walls for both warmth and decoration. A small room jutting out from an outside wall would 
 contain a  ‘toilet’ — basically just a hole in the fl oor with planks to sit on. Waste fell into a pit or  moat  
below.  

Scythes, sickles and
rakes were used to
harvest crops.  

The house of the
steward — the
lord’s business
manager   

The lord lived in a castle or a manor house.
The woods, and any game they contained,
were the lord’s property. 

A serf who had been punished by
the reeve was placed in the pillory. 

Tithe barn, where peasants paid one-
tenth of all they produced to the Church

Serfs lived in simple
wattle and daub huts
with thatched roofs.  The common

Thatchers wove straw, reeds
and sticks together to form
roofs of village houses.  

Some serfs also
worked as blacksmiths
and carpenters.  

The house of
the bailiff, who
collected taxes
and ensured
the steward’s
directions
were carried
out
The house of
the reeve,
who
supervised
farm work
carried out by
serfs to ensure
it was done
properly

A serf’s most
important tool was
the heavy-wheeled
plough.

The mill, where grain
such as wheat was
ground into �our

  SOURCE 1  An artist’s impression of the layout and features of a typical manor 
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4b.4.3 Organising farm work
The manor was a strictly organised work community that included:
 • tenant farmers who had bought their freedom and paid rent and services for the land they used
 • serfs or villeins — whom the lord ‘owned’ and who worked three days each week on his land and did 

‘boon work’, of five days a week at harvest time.
 • labourers, who had no land other than their cottage plot. They survived by working for others, mending 

tools or by renting out farm animals.

The three-field system
There were no fences, walls or hedges to separate farming land. Each year, villagers met to decide how to 
use their three main fields.

They left one field fallow (without a crop) to recover its fertility. Cattle were allowed to graze there, 
which also provided it with a natural fertiliser.

They divided the other two fields into 10-metre-wide strips, separated from one another by raised 
unploughed land or ditches. Each peasant had both good and poor strips. Everyone planted the same crop 
in the two usable fields — for example, barley or oats in the spring and wheat in winter time. Peasants 
rotated the crops so that different nutrients were taken from the soil each year.

The work year comprised a seasonal cycle of planting, growing, harvesting and repair work. An official 
ensured that everyone started work early and worked hard. He also supervised the additional work the vil-
lagers had to provide for the lord.

Peasants worked as long as there was daylight — in summer, from about 4.30 am to 7.00 pm; in winter, 
work started later and finished at about 4.00 pm. Except for holidays, it was a six-day week. Sunday was a 
day of prayer and rest.

SOURCE 2 Photograph of the remains of an English manor house built c.1378–80
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SOURCE 3  Twelve Scenes of the Labours of the Year, a medieval calendar of the agricultural year, painted by 
Pietro de Crescenzi (1230–1320)

The lord’s power
The lord of the manor had great power. Villeins had to ask his permission before they could leave the vil-
lage, get married, sell their animals, or have their children taught to read and write. Peasants paid the lord a 
tax to use his mill to make flour, his oven to bake bread and his brewery to make beer. They paid additional 
taxes when sons were born or daughters were married. When the peasant died, the lord would usually claim 
a death duty in the form of the peasant’s second-best animal.

4b.4.4 Food and feasting
People of the medieval world had nowhere near the variety of food available to them that we have. People 
ate according to the food that was available in the local area, how successful the harvest was and the rules 
of the Catholic Church. Church rules decreed that people could not eat meat on Fridays or during the 
Church seasons of Advent (just before Christmas) or Lent (just before Easter).

Eating like a peasant
When the harvest was good, ordinary people ate much the same foods at the same times of day, year in 
and year out. Their main foods were bread, cheese, pottage and perhaps also some vegetables. They drank 
water or ale.
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Peasants used herbs that were easy to 
obtain, such as basil, mint, parsley, rosemary, 
sage and thyme, to make their food tastier. In 
the winter, they would salt or smoke what-
ever meat was available. This provided them 
with extra food for two or three months 
(until the meat became rotten). When the 
harvest was poor, people ate whatever they 
could find.

Eating like a lord
The nobility had the opportunity to eat a far 
greater variety of food. Their forests pro-
vided an ample source of wild animals for 
meat. These included deer, squirrels, rabbits 
and wild boar. The lord also had a constant 
supply of doves, peacocks and other forms 
of poultry on the lands around the manor 
house. The nobility didn’t like eating vegeta-
bles because they thought these were a food 
for the lower classes.

A castle banquet was an important event, 
with delicious food served in an imaginative 
way. Instead of plates, the nobility had their 
food served on thick slices of stale bread 
known as trenchers. Guests sat on benches 
and ate with knives, spoons and their fingers. Expensive spices such as cinnamon, cloves, ginger and pepper 
were imported from Asia and used to flavour the food.

SOURCE 4 A medieval banquet celebrating New Year. The 
image comes from the famous calendar Les Très Riches 
Heures du Duc de Berry, produced by the Limbourg 
brothers between 1413 and 1416.

4b.4 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Choose one of the people who lived on the manor. What do you think would have been the advantages and 

disadvantages of his/her life?
2. Copy and complete the table below to show an example of the three-field system of crop rotation.

Year Field 1 Field 2 Field 3

1285 Wheat Fallow — animals grazing Barley

1286

1287

3. List two things that limited people’s choice of food in the medieval era.
4. Why was a greater choice of food available to the nobility than to the peasantry?
5. Why did the peasantry flavour their food in different ways from those used by the nobility?
6. What differences would you expect to notice between eating customs and table manners of the medieval era 

and those of our own time?
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4b.5 The Catholic Church
4b.5.1 Christianity
The Christian religion emerged within Judaism during Christ’s lifetime in the early decades CE. Within 200 
years, it was a separate religion. In 380, Christianity became the main religion of the Roman Empire (later 
the Holy Roman Empire). Its power and influence became a key feature of life in medieval Europe.

4b.5.2 Pope Gregory I (c.540–604)
Pope Gregory I helped make Christianity a powerful force. Born 
into a wealthy noble Roman family, he studied law, worked in 
different areas of the government and, at thirty-three, took on 
the important position of prefect of Rome. In 574, he gave up 
his wealth to become a monk.

Over the next fifteen years, Gregory devoted his time to 
prayer, meditation and writing. In c.586, he became the Pope’s 
main adviser. When the Pope died of the plague, the clergy, 
the senate and the people of Rome elected Gregory as the new 
Pope, a position he tried to avoid. He became Pope, reluctantly, 
on 3 September 590.

As Pope Gregory I, he worked to spread the Church’s mes-
sage and authority. He sent bishops to Africa, England, Gaul 
(France), Italy and Spain to spread, strengthen and maintain 
Church power.

Gregory I got the Church to take on responsibilities that 
Rome’s government could no longer fulfil. When Rome faced 
famine, he obtained food supplies and ensured regular help for 
the poor. When the Lombards invaded, he employed soldiers to 
fight them and negotiated a peace settlement to end their siege 
of Rome. People began to think of the Pope as the real ruler of 
the lands of Italy.

Pope Gregory I made the position of the Pope in Rome 
the most important position in the Christian Church — more 
important than the bishops on the church councils, which had previously been its main decision-making 
bodies. When Constantinople’s bishop claimed the title of ‘universal bishop’ (i.e. Pope), Gregory gained 
the support of Constantinople’s new emperor, Phocus.

SOURCE 1 Detail showing St Gregory 
the Great from Pier Francesco Sacchi’s 
1516 painting The Four Doctors of the 
Church, now at the Musée du Louvre, 
Paris

Develop source skills
7. What information does SOURCE 1 provide about:

(a) differing housing styles
(b) farming implements
(c) forms of transport?

8. Use SOURCE 3 to work out what skills you would have needed if you were a peasant.
9. Use SOURCE 4 to answer the following questions.

(a) What kinds of serving dishes and utensils can you see in this picture?
(b) How can you tell that the people in the picture belong to a wealthy household?
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In 602, Phocus announced that the bishop of Rome (not Constantinople) was ‘head of all the churches’. 
Pope Gregory didn’t use this title but he accepted its meaning — that the Pope in Rome was the head of 
the Christian Church — and he refused to let any other bishop claim or use the powers that he said were 
the Pope’s alone.

Pope Gregory changed the Church. He replaced corrupt officials with monks who were fair and honest. 
He demanded that priests be celibate (i.e. not have sex). He used the Church’s wealth to help people 
in need and to reorganise and maintain the vast 
areas of land that the Church owned. This helped 
increase the Church’s influence.

4b.5.3 Power and influence
In 1054, Christianity formally split into 
 Catholicism (centred on Rome) in western Europe 
and the Orthodox Church (centred on Constan-
tinople) in the east. By the 1100s,  Catholicism 
was the most powerful religion in western and 
central Europe, and influenced government, law-
making and law enforcement.

People accepted the Pope as head of the 
Catholic Church and God’s representative on 
Earth. Kings asked the Pope to approve many of 
their decisions rather than taking the risk of the 
Pope ordering people to act against them. They 
were even willing to fight other nations if he 
ordered it.

To gain favour with God, many nobles left 
land, property and money to the Catholic Church, 
which became richer than most kings. It con-
trolled about one-third of the land in Europe and 
had its own courts and laws (canon law).

People had simple beliefs: those who followed God’s teach-
ings would go to heaven and those who did not would go to 
hell. People honoured God by going to mass on Sundays and 
making it a day of rest and devotion to God.

People also celebrated other ‘holy days’ throughout the year. 
On these days away from work, people remembered saints and 
celebrated their lives through festivals, games and feasts.

People looked to the Church to explain their world. They 
relied on the information that Church leaders gave them 
because most people did not have the opportunities to read, 
write or learn about these things for themselves. They sup-
ported their church leaders by paying them the tithe: a tax of 
10 per cent of the crops they grew.

Christians thought that their religion was the only true reli-
gion. Many tried to use force to convert ‘non-believers’ to 
Christianity.

Some groups preached ideas that were seriously different to 
those of the Catholic Church. From c.1184 CE, the Inquisition 
began — a system whereby church officials sought out, tortured 

The Pope was head
of the Church.

Cardinals,
archbishops
and bishops

Some acted as
advisers to the

king and did little
Church work.

Some were
attached

to cathedrals.

Parish priests
were in charge

of local churches 
and helped the

villagers.

Monks and nuns
 lived in monasteries

and convents.
Some helped

the community.

Friars wandered
all over the

country preaching 
and helping anyone
who needed help.

SOURCE 2 A diagram showing the organisation of 
the Church and the duties of the clergy within it

SOURCE 3 Detail, depicting hell, from 
Italian artist Fra Angelico’s The Last 
Judgement, 1432–35
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4b.5 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Identify three things that Pope Gregory I did that helped improve the power and prestige of the Pope in 

Rome.
2. Provide three examples of Catholicism’s power and influence in medieval Europe.

Develop source skills
3. Use SOURCE 2 to explain which members of the clergy had the:

(a) most power
(b) most contact with ordinary people.

4. Identify the message and purpose of the Fra Angelico painting shown in SOURCE 3.

and tried people whom they thought were guilty of heresy — attitudes that conflicted with Catholicism’s 
accepted teachings. Punishments varied from taking someone’s property to imprisonment or execution.

In 1517, German theologian, Martin Luther, claimed that the Catholic Church was corrupt and needed 
reform. His ideas started the Reformation (see section 4b.13) — the reform movement that resulted in the 
formation of the Protestant churches.

RETROFILE
The word Gothic meant ‘rude’ and ‘barbaric’. Early-sixteenth-century critics of the new architectural style called 
it Gothic as a way of describing a style of architecture that they thought of as belittling and insulting to the 
classical styles of earlier eras.

4b.6 Cathedral building
4b.6.1 Design and construction
Some people feared that the world would end in the year 1000 CE and they were determined to be ready 
for this final Judgement Day. Church leaders, builders and architects aimed to glorify God by creating 
cathedrals that were massive in size and stunning in decoration. Most cathedrals were at least 100 metres 
long with roofs as high as 47 metres. Their spires were even higher; for example, the spire at Strasbourg 
Cathedral was 142 metres high. These were amazing technological achievements, especially considering 
that they were built without the use of cranes, concrete, steel or electricity.

From about the 1100s, the new Gothic style of architecture became popular. In Gothic design,  buttresses 
supported the roof from outside. This meant that the walls could be thinner and include more and much 
larger windows than those of the older Romanesque architecture. Tall, narrow windows with pointed 
arches allowed more light into Gothic cathedrals and, like the cathedral spires outside, encouraged people 
to look upwards towards the heavens.

Cathedrals were the largest buildings in cities and towns and usually located right in the centre. Their 
designers often organised expensive decorations for them with stained-glass windows and stone sculptures. 
In a world in which most people couldn’t read, these were an important way that Church leaders could help 
them learn the main messages of their Christian religion.
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Stone cutter’s
workshop 

The crypt contained an
underground chapel and
housed the tomb
and/or relics of a saint.  

The cathedral’s
foundations were up
to 10 metres deep and
required as much stone
as the building itself.   

A site manager gave
instructions to workers. 

An architect or
master mason took
charge of the design
of the building.  

Temporary storage area for
workers’ tools and also for
indoor work in the cold winter months  

Flying buttresses which
enable the construction of
thinner walls with more space
devoted to windows  

Each piece of stone
had the stone- cutter’s
symbol carved into it.

One or two men could work
a treadmill hoisting stone to
upper levels of the cathedral.

Poor or non-existent safety
measures contributed to a high
mortality rate among workers.

Crane for lifting heavy blocks to
the lower levels of the cathedral
or to be used on scaffolding on
the upper levels

SOURCE 1 Twenty-first-century artist’s drawing depicting the construction site of a Gothic cathedral

French sculptors were the first to create works to decorate churches. Today, when people enter one of 
France’s great cathedrals, they are amazed at the large number of intricately carved sculptures of apostles, 
saints and biblical figures around their doorways, on pillars and on screens dividing one section from 
another. They are also found in gargoyles — the ugly-looking stone faces whose mouths acted as spouts 
for rainwater as it drained off the gutters of the cathedral roof.

4b.6 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.
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4b.7 Music and decoration
4b.7.1 Music
Music, art, decorative sculpture and stained glass also showed Christianity’s central role in the lives of most 
medieval Europeans.

In cathedrals, people listened to plainsong, a single melody that choirs of men and boys sang using the 
same key and rhythm and without any musical accompaniment. Composers followed this style for most of 
the new music they wrote.

One of the best known forms of plainsong was the Gregorian chant, named after Pope Gregory I. It was 
popular in western and central Europe from the 900s to the 1200s. Choirs sang Gregorian chants during 
mass and monks sang them as part of their reg-
ular prayer sessions throughout the day.

4b.7.2 Art
Medieval paintings, stained glass, stone sculptures 
and illuminated manuscripts existed to honour 
God, to educate people in Christian beliefs and 
to remind people of stories about the saints and 
characters from the Bible.

Cathedrals formed the backdrop for most medi-
eval art. Artists painted brightly coloured designs 
on columns and created bible scenes on walls and 
in magnificent altarpieces. Their main goal was 
to tell a religious story in a way that conveyed a 
believable message to the viewer who could not 
read. The words of one fifteenth-century French 
woman tell us that they succeeded:

‘I am a poor old woman … who cannot read … 
[but] in Church I see Paradise painted, and Hell 
where the damned broil’.

Artists trained by learning how to represent 
individual figures and images and add the sym-
bols (for example, a halo around the head) that 
showed their importance. Proportion and realistic 

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Identify one of the goals of medieval cathedral builders.
2. Give one reason to explain an advantage of Gothic architecture compared to Romanesque architecture.
3. What were gargoyles?

Develop source skills
4. Use SOURCE 1 to list:

(a) the main features of a Gothic cathedral
(b) the equipment workers used to build them.

Research and communicate
5. Find, label and display images of famous Gothic cathedrals to show examples of their key features.

SOURCE 1 An artist’s impression of decorative work 
inside a Romanesque cathedral
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use of space were not important to them. The fact that they were not trying to imitate nature freed them to 
choose vivid blues, reds, greens and gold for their works. For the first time the artist was also attempting 
to express feeling.

Illuminated manuscripts
Illuminated manuscripts — handwritten texts with lavishly 
 decorated capital letters, borders and whole page and margin 
illustrations — are some of the best examples of medieval art. 
They show us both the artistic skill of their creators and the 
subject matter that people thought important to reproduce.

Copyists created illuminated manuscripts on vellum, a form 
of parchment taken from the skin of stillborn sheep, goats or 
calves. It was soft, easy to use and expensive. They folded 
and combined the parchment pages into an early form of book 
called a codex. It was a slow and labour-intensive process. 
A single book could take up to one year to reproduce, so it 
was not surprising that libraries chained them to the desks of 
people using them for research.

To begin with, most manuscripts were about religious 
topics. Monks and lay craftsmen also created many illuminated 
manuscripts to copy, reproduce and preserve the literature of 
ancient Greece and Rome. This kept alive the knowledge of 
these earlier times and showed that these ancient works were 
important enough to warrant the effort it took to reproduce 
them in this way.

From the 1200s onwards, people outside monasteries 
began to produce illuminated manuscripts. They often served 
wealthy lords and merchants, who ordered manuscripts that 
included scenes of everyday life. The 
famous Les Très Riches Heures du Duc 
de Berry, which the Limbourg brothers 
created c.1416, is a good example of 
this. It shows that by this time people 
were beginning to value more real-
istic and lively images than those of 
the fourteenth century and to include 
scenes of their own lives as the main 
subject matter.

Sculpture and stained glass
Gothic architecture and the features of 
Gothic churches and cathedrals are in 
themselves works of art. The famous 
cathedral of Notre Dame de Chartres 
(Our Lady of Chartres), in France, is 
renowned for its beautiful sculptures 
and also for its stained glass win-
dows, which UNESCO describes as ‘a 
museum to stained glass’.

SOURCE 2 An excerpt from a twelfth-
century document, showing part of 
an illuminated letter ‘P’ depicting the 
nativity

SOURCE 3 Photo showing some of the c.1150 sculptures that 
decorate the Royal Portal of Chartres cathedral. They depict 
kings and queens from the Old Testament. Their faces show the 
expression of feeling that is a feature of Gothic sculpture. Their 
elongated bodies are typical of the earlier Romanesque style.
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 4b.7 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    Name the main style used for medieval Church music and list its key features.  
2.   What was the purpose of many medieval paintings?  
3.   List 2 or 3 features of illuminated manuscripts.  
4.   Work as a class to create an illuminated alphabet for your class noticeboard. Allocate one letter for each 

person to decorate.   

 Develop source skills 
   Use   SOURCE 3   to describe some of the features of Chartres cathedral.   

  4b.8  Islam and the West 
 4b.8.1 The Age of Faith 
 Not all Europeans were Christians. Some were Jews, some were Muslims and some continued their  pagan  
beliefs in multiple gods. Christians were divided between those who supported Catholicism (centred on 
Rome) in western Europe and those who supported the Orthodox Church (centred on Constantinople) in 
the east. 
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  SOURCE 1  Map showing the Muslim world c.1000 CE    
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 In medieval times, the Muslim world — areas which Muslim leaders ruled and where Islam was the 
main religion — stretched from its historic heartland in Arabia throughout the Middle East to the Indus 
River in the east, west to north Africa and to Spain in Europe. Just as Christianity was a religious and 
cultural force that united most medieval Europeans, so Islam was a religious and cultural force that united 
people across the Muslim world. 

  4b.8.2 Islam and Christianity 
 Mohammed, the founder of Islam, was born 
in Mecca, Arabia in 570 CE. In c.622, he 
became a religious leader after he said the 
angel Gabriel was bringing him God’s mes-
sages to spread to others. 

 These messages, he said, had previously 
been revealed to Abraham, Moses and Jesus 
but, because people were changing these over 
time, Christians were not living by God’s 
real messages. Mohammed taught people to 
believe in one God, Allah, to follow his teach-
ings and to put into practice the ‘fi ve pillars’ 
of the Islam religion. 

 Christians believe that God is made up 
of the Trinity of God the Father, God the 
Son (Jesus Christ) and God the Holy Spirit. 
 Muslims (and Jews), by contrast, believe that 
God cannot be divided. Muslims see Jesus 
as the second-last prophet, not as God’s son. 
They see Mohammed as the last prophet to 
receive God’s messages. 

 Muslims spread the message of Islam 
through both war and peaceful means. It soon 
became the main religion in Arabia and, in the seventh and eigthth centuries, Muslim armies gained control 
of large areas of land in North Africa and Spain. Muslim scholars, traders and travellers brought knowledge 
of Islam beyond Arabia into southern Europe, Africa and Asia. Throughout the Muslim world, Muslims and 
non-Muslims generally lived together peacefully and Muslim governments tolerated people who followed 
a different religion. Muslims also had contact with Christians through trade.  

 Jerusalem 
 The city of Jerusalem is a holy place for Christianity, Judaism and Islam. Muslims revere it as the place 
from where Mohammed ascended to heaven; Jews value it as the place that in ancient times was the 
spiritual centre of the Jewish faith and where King Solomon built the fi rst Jewish temple; Christians honour 
it as the place where Christ lived, preached, died and from where he ascended to heaven. Jerusalem was 
the most important destination for Christians who went on  pilgrimages  as a way of doing penance for 
their sins. 

 In the late eleventh century, the Muslim Seljuk Turks from Iran attempted to invade and conquer territory 
throughout the Middle East. This led to a breakdown of law and order within Palestine, which Christians 
called the  Holy Land  because it was the area where Christ had lived and preached. Christian pilgrims 
were easy targets for Seljuk warriors. The Seljuks also threatened Constantinople, and its Emperor Alexios 
I Komnenos asked the Pope for help in preventing the Seljuks gaining control of Anatolia (modern day 
Turkey). Pope Urban II responded by launching the  Crusades . 
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  SOURCE 2  Diagram showing the fi ve pillars of Islam 

  Shahadah:  The basic belief of Islam: there is no God but Allah 
and Muhammed is his prophet 

  Salat:  Pray fi ve times a day, facing towards Mecca 

  Zakdt:  Share part of your income with the poor and needy 

  Sawm:  Fast (i.e. do not eat or drink) during the month of 
Ramadan, especially during daylight hours 

  Hajj:  Make the pilgrimage to the House of Prayer at Mecca at 
least once in your life  
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4b.8.3 The Crusades (c.1095–1291)
The Crusades were a series of military campaigns that Christians from western Europe fought from 
c.1096 to 1291 against Muslims and others whom they believed were enemies of Christianity. They were 
a response to a speech that Pope Urban II made in 1095. He called on Christians to win back control of 
Muslim-controlled areas in Palestine, and in particular to win back control of Jerusalem, which Muslims 
had ruled since 638 CE.

Historians think that Pope Urban II encouraged the Crusades to:
 • provide safety for pilgrims
 • bring Jerusalem, and the ‘Holy Land’ around it, under Christian rule
 • provide an outlet for the violence, campaigns of terror and thirst for adventure that many young 

(landless) European knights indulged in after the breakdown of Charlemagne’s empire and the end of 
Viking raids

 • unify Christians behind a common cause that would end the divisions between Catholicism and the 
Orthodox Church.

Nature and outcomes
At the time of the First Crusade (1096–1099), Muslims were fighting among themselves over issues within 
their religion. They learned to fear the invaders’ attacks but did not see them as war between religions.

Muslim disunity enabled the Crusaders 
to capture Jerusalem in 1099 and establish 
it as one of four Crusader-controlled states. 
Crusaders massacred Jews, Muslims and 
Orthodox Christians who had defended Jeru-
salem and went on a rampage of theft and 
destruction throughout the city.

In the following decades, Muslims and 
Crusaders fought battles against each other 
from time to time and soldiers of each reli-
gion also fought side by side against Muslim 
enemies they had in common.

Over the next century, Muslim forces uni-
fied and successfully fought to regain the 
land that Christians had won, including Jeru-
salem. Muslim leader Zengi brought an end 
to one of the Crusader-controlled states when 
his forces captured Edessa in 1144. This 
sparked the Second Crusade (1147–1149), 
which failed to win back lost territory.

The Third Crusade (1187–1192) began 
after Muslim leader Saladin captured Jeru-
salem in 1187. Saladin’s troops ransomed 
their important prisoners and allowed the 
city’s defenders to resume daily life. After 
years of battles won and lost by both sides, 
Crusader King Richard I (the Lionheart) 
realised he could not win back Jerusalem. 

SOURCE 3 Painting c.1450–1475, by the French artist 
known as Master of the Echevinage de Rouen, depicting the 
capture of Jerusalem in 1099
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He came to a fi ve-year agreement with Saladin 
that: 
 •    ensured the safety of pilgrims, 

Christian sites and Christians living within 
Jerusalem  

 •   allowed the Crusaders to keep control of 
their cities along the eastern Mediterranean  

 •   promised that Muslims and Christians could 
live freely within each other’s territories.   
 A Fourth Crusade (1202–1204) had fi nan-

cial problems which prevented it ever getting 
to Palestine.  

 Impact on relationships 
 The Crusades were fought mainly around a 
small area of coastline in the eastern Medi-
terranean and so did not advance very far into 
the Muslim world. They were far less signif-
icant than the invasions of the Mongols in 
the thirteenth century. Muslims saw little of 
cultural interest in the Europeans. Europeans 
found much to value and admire in the Muslim 
world. The Crusades led Europeans to expand 
their trade into the Middle East and Egypt, 
importing spices and silk, satin and cotton 
fabrics and also to bring back the benefi ts of 
Islamic knowledge and learning. 

  SOURCE 4  Painting c.1911 by Henry Ford, depicting 
Richard the Lionheart arriving in the Holy Land in 1191  

 4b.8.4 Islamic learning 
 Access to Muslim learning and culture brought the benefi ts of Muslim knowledge (especially about 
 mathematics) and provided new ideas and inspiration to Europeans. This came about through Crusaders 
returning from the Middle East, through trade and cultural exchanges and also through scholars using 
Islamic libraries, which Europeans captured in Spain in the thirteenth century. These libraries contained 
thousands of works from Islamic mathematicians, scientists and philosophers and also thousands of 
works from ancient Greece and Rome, that enabled Europeans to rediscover the learning of these earlier 
cultures. 

 Doctors and hospitals 
 From the eighth to the eleventh centuries, Arab doctors’ knowledge and methods laid the foundations of 
many of the attitudes and practices of modern medicine. While Christian doctors tended to see it as up to 
God’s will whether or not a patient recovered, Arab doctors looked at medicine to fi nd out how to help 
people recover and maintain their health. 

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the following resources and 
auto-marked questions:

 � The Crusades
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The famous physicians al-Razi (c.864–925) 
and Ibn Sina (c.980–1037) introduced ideas 
such as recording patients’ medical histories, 
demanding professional standards, quarantining 
people with infectious diseases and conducting 
trials to test theories and the effectiveness of 
medications. From the late 1100s until the 
early 1500s, Ibn Sina’s fourteen-volume The 
Canon of Medicine was a key text in European 
universities.

The astrolabe
An astrolabe (pronounced AS’-tro-layb) was a 
measuring instrument that astronomers, astrol-
ogers and navigators used to help them find 
out information about the time, latitude and the 
positions of the Sun, planets and stars.

Someone in the ancient Greek world devel-
oped the idea of the astrolabe in c.150 BCE, and 
people were using the first astrolabes from about 
400 CE. From c.800 CE, Islamic mathemati-
cians and astronomers made a significant con-
tribution to the  development of astrolabes and, 
in the tenth century,  this knowledge came via 
Muslim Spain into Europe as a whole. Muslims 
used astrolabes to work out:
•  the qibla, the direction of their holy city, 

Mecca, from any latitude and longitude
•  the time of sunrise for their morning prayers 

and also
•  the movement of the sun.

SOURCE 5 A sixteenth-century image of an observatory 
showing (middle right) Muslim scientists using an 
astrolabe

4b.8 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. What religions did people follow in medieval Europe?
2. List one common and one different belief in the Muslim and Christian religions.
3. What were Muslim and Christian relationships like before the Crusades?
4. What were the Crusades and what was the purpose?
5. What did the Crusaders gain from their contact with the Muslim world?

Develop source skills
6. What information does SOURCE 1 provide about the spread of Islam by 1000 CE?
7. Use SOURCE 2 to identify the values that are important to Muslims.
8. What would you look for to check the accuracy of SOURCE 3?
9. What impression of Richard the Lionheart does the artist of SOURCE 4 want to convey? How does this 

compare to the reality of the Third Crusade?
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4b.9 Crime and punishment
4b.9.1 Witchcraft
Witchcraft was a very serious charge. People believed 
that witches were the devil’s followers, and that witches 
had special powers to bring suffering and unhappiness to 
others. They blamed witches for natural disasters — for 
example, famine, plague, drought, the failure of a harvest, 
or a stillbirth. Sometimes people accused others of witch-
craft because of jealousy or a desire for revenge. It was not 
hard to find ‘evidence’ to convict someone.

4b.9.2 Treason
In medieval times, people used the word ‘treason’ to 
describe the crime of murdering someone from a higher 
level in the social scale. ‘Treason’ also has the meaning of 
doing something that is a serious act of disloyalty to the 
king or queen. This could be plotting to kill or overthrow 
the monarch or helping the country’s enemies. People 
would call that person a ‘traitor’ and call his or her crime 
high treason.

Canon law
The Catholic Church used its own courts and its own law, canon 
law, to try to control people’s behaviour. It could fine and even 
whip people if they worked on Sundays and holy days. The 
most serious crime against the Church was heresy, the offence 
of contradicting the Church’s teachings. Church courts also 
heard cases involving fights between husbands and wives.

4b.9.3 Crime control
Before police forces, crime control was a community respon-
sibility. If villagers saw someone breaking the law, the lord 
expected them to raise the ‘hue and cry’ and chase after the 
wrongdoer until they caught him or her. If the prisoner escaped, 
the lord would punish the villagers.

Some towns tried to limit the number of crimes by imposing 
a curfew to keep people off the streets at night. This meant that 
people had to be in their homes by about 8.00 p.m. or 9.00 p.m. 
or risk being arrested. Another way of encouraging people to 
prevent law-breaking was to organise them into groups called 
‘tithings’. Each tithing consisted of 10 males over the age of 
twelve who were responsible for making one another keep the 
law. If any member broke the law, the others had to take him to 
court and pay his fine.

Officials also tried to discourage crime by showing people 
what would happen if they broke the law. In the Middle Ages, 
convicted criminals were punished in public. Iron cages or 

SOURCE 1 Manuscript picture showing the 
medieval idea of witchcraft. The people in the 
foreground are shown worshipping the devil 
in the form of a white goat.

SOURCE 2 Photo showing an iron cage 
near the Santa Maria gateway to the 
town of Corciano (near Perugia, Italy). 
People used these as a torture method 
and as a slow form of death. The person 
inside suffered the pain of burning metal 
on hot days, had no protection from the 
winter cold and was a target for birds 
that could peck at the victim’s skin and 
eyes.
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gibbets displayed the bodies of executed criminals. Severed heads were displayed on poles. These common 
sights served as a warning to others.  

 4b.9.4 Guilty or not guilty? 
 The legal profession that had existed during the time of the Roman Empire fell apart in the early Middle 
Ages. Until the twelfth century, when jury trials came in and the legal profession began to revive, courts in 
western Europe used trials by compurgation (oath-swearing), combat or ordeal. 

 Trial by compurgation 
 In a trial by compurgation, 12 people had to recite a special oath to claim someone’s innocence. Any 
 mistakes would supposedly cause the oath to ‘burst’ and prove that the accused person was guilty. 

 Trial by combat 
 Nobles began to use an expert known as a ‘champion’ to represent them in a trial by combat, with the 
champion fi ghting the battle in their place. People believed that God would reward the innocent person 
with victory. 

 Trial by ordeal 
 In trials by ordeal, people asked God for a sign of guilt or innocence. In an ordeal by water, people threw 
the accused into the ‘holy’ waters of a river or lake with their hands and feet tied together to see if they 
sank (a sign of innocence) or fl oated (a sign of guilt). In ordeals by fi re, people either had to put their hand 
in a pot of boiling water, hold their arm over a fi re or pick up a piece of red hot iron. If the burn had healed 
after three days, then people took this to be a sign of innocence. 

 Trial by jury 
 Modern-style juries developed after Henry II (1133–1189) introduced forms of jury trials in England in 
1166 and 1176. His travelling judges conducted courts with juries of 12 men chosen from among the local 
townsmen. In disputes over land, the jury decided who was in the right and the judge imposed the sentence. 

 Torture 
 Torture (i.e. causing someone physical pain) was often used to gain a confession from people accused 
of serious crimes. In theory, people approved it only when they already had some evidence against the 

  SOURCE 3  A modern artist’s impression of two common methods of 
medieval torture   

Thumbscrews 
crushed the 
thumbs to a pulp.

The rack stretched 
the body, pulling joints 
and bones apart.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



TOPIC 4b Medieval Europe 279

c04bMedievalEurope.indd Page 279 16/07/17  12:27 PM

 RETROFILE 
 During the seventeenth century, Europeans began to question the morality of using torture. International 
initiatives to ban torture came about in the twentieth century with the third and fourth Geneva Conventions, the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the UN Convention against Torture. Despite this, the governments of 
about eighty-one countries continue to use torture in the twenty-fi rst century. 

accused person. In reality, the law offered people no protection against the use of torture. People also used 
torture as a punishment and devised specifi c torture instruments to punish particular crimes.   

 4b.9.5 Punishment 
 Punishments were meant to fi t the ‘crime’ and rarely involved imprisonment. For example: 
 •    villagers tied nagging wives to a ducking stool and ducked them three times into the river.  
 •   women found guilty of gossiping had to wear the ‘scold’s bridle’.  
 •   a baker who cheated his or her customers might be dragged through the streets on a sledge with a loaf 

of bread tied around their neck.  
 •   a peasant who stole fi rewood from the lord’s forest or whose animals damaged someone else’s crops 

would most likely either pay a fi ne or perform extra work.   

  SOURCE 4  A modern artist’s drawings showing some punishments for crimes during the medieval period    

The ducking stool The pillory Hanging

Paying a fi neWearing the 
‘scold’s bridle’
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Other punishments for minor crime were more humiliating. These included putting someone in the pil-
lory or the stocks, where onlookers could throw rotten food or rubbish at the offender. This was a source of 
ongoing shame for someone who had to continue living within the same community.

Some of the harsher punishments for stealing or cheating included whipping or some form of mutilation, 
such as cutting off a hand, an ear or the tongue. Sometimes a person’s eyes were burned out with a red hot 
poker. Law-makers justified some forms of mutilation with the belief that it was fairer to make the guilty 
person suffer pain than to punish an entire family by depriving it of the wages that the wrongdoer could 
contribute to support it.

Imprisonment
Prison could be used for minor offences but people tended to think a physical punishment would be fairer 
than imprisoning a poor person whose work might be crucial to a family’s survival. Imprisonment was 
mainly used for prisoners-of-war waiting for someone to pay the ransom demanded for their release, for 
people accused of treason or who in some other way were a threat to the power of the ruler.

Burning
The punishment for witchcraft was being burned alive, which people believed would cleanse the witch’s 
soul. This is what happened to Joan of Arc (see section 4b.12). A last-minute confession entitled the ‘witch’ 
to be strangled before feeling the flames. The penalty for murder or treason was public execution, usually 
by hanging or beheading.

Execution
The punishment for treason was usually death by execution in a public place. The English ruler, Edward 
I (1239–1307) had his enemies hung, drawn and quartered, with each quarter of the body being sent 
somewhere different to go on public display as a warning to others. Welsh leader, David ap Gruffydd  
(1238–1283) and Scottish leader, William Wallace (1272–1305) both suffered this fate.

Avoiding punishment
Women had a unique method of 
avoiding punishment. A woman 
who became pregnant could post-
pone her punishment until the 
birth of the child.

Both men and women could 
avoid punishment by claiming 
sanctuary (protection) from the 
Church. To do this the accused 
person had to stay on Church 
property for 40 days, admit to 
their wrongdoings and promise 
to ‘abjure the realm’ (leave the 
country forever). Then the person 
had to leave the country as quickly 
as possible without money and, as 
a sign of their guilt, wear sackcloth 
and carry a white cross. While this 
process was being carried out, the 
fugitive remained under Church 
control and could not be arrested.

SOURCE 5 Supplication of the Heretics, a fifteenth century painting 
by the French artist Jean Fouquet (c.1420–1480). This work depicts 
the burning of two members of the Knights Templar, c.1314. The real 
reason for their execution was that French King Philip IV believed the 
Knights Templar were becoming too powerful.
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4b.10 Military and defence systems
4b.10.1 Medieval warfare
War was a feature of life in medieval Europe. Lords and their armies fought one another to gain land and 
power within their own countries, fought for their kings in battle against other countries and sometimes 
joined forces to try to replace their king with a new monarch. Armies comprised:
 • knights (warriors on horseback), who were usually noblemen with years of training in military skills
 • squires (knights in training), who looked after the knight’s armour, weaponry and horse
 • other professional soldiers on horseback
 • the infantry (foot soldiers), including archers using longbows and/or crossbows
 • the cavalry (those on horseback), who were the elite troops of the army.

4b.10.2 Arms and armour
In the eleventh century, knights wore chain mail over a leather tunic and often wore an outer garment 
showing their family coat of arms. Chain mail was made of hundreds of small, interlocking iron rings and, 
consequently, was heavy.

Knights protected their heads with a chain mail hood and then a helmet, which could be a simple metal 
strip covering the nose or one that covered the entire face. They also wore chain mail stockings and metal 
shin guards.

4b.9 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. List five activities that were considered criminal in the Middle Ages. Which of these are still crimes in 

Australia today?
2. What kinds of things did people blame on witches? Why?
3. What were the main forms of trials before jury trials? In what ways is trial by combat similar to the way we 

organise trials today?
4. Rank medieval punishments in order from the harshest to the least harsh.

Develop source skills
5. Using SOURCE 1 and the information in the text, describe some of the behaviours that medieval people 

associated with witchcraft.
6. What do you think torturers expected from using methods such as those shown in SOURCES 2 and 3?
7. Explain why some of the punishments in SOURCE 4 would not be acceptable in Australia today.
8. What is happening in SOURCE 5? Why would people attend an event like this?

Research and communicate
9. Research the UN Convention against Torture. What are its main provisions? How many countries have 

signed up to support it?

RETROFILE
• Edward I was the first English ruler to make going to war against the king a crime. By the end of Edward’s 

reign, he had had at least 20 of his enemies hung, drawn and quartered.
• As a sign of their good intentions, people who had to wait for a boat so that they could ‘abjure the realm’ 

were expected to spend part of each day knee deep in the sea.
• One Englishwoman, Matilda Hereward, succeeded in putting off her execution for 18 months before her 

hanging in 1303. During this time, she began five separate pregnancies.
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Cone-shaped
helmet with

protective nose
strip

Long chain mail
suit with sleeves

(called a hauberk).
It is made of

thousands of metal
rings.

Large kiteshaped
shield

Padded woollen
tunic (called a

gambeson)

Helmet is rounder with
wider nose band.

Loose-�tting surcoat
worn over chain mail

armour to protect it
from sun’s heat

Coat of arms identi�es
the knight

Hauberk now covers
neck and is attached

to helmet with leather
strips.

Hauberk now includes
chain mail mittens. It

is getting shorter.

Shield is not as big and
is more triangular.

Iron shoes

Chain mail leggings
now cover feet.

No need for shield
any more

Plate armour (made
from hammered iron)
covers whole body.
Joined with metal rivets
and leather strips.

Lighter helmets, called
barbutes, are worn.

Whole suit of armour weighs
about 25 kilograms, but is more
�exible than chain mail armour.

Padded stockings with iron
braces are worn.

Hauberk is even
shorter.

Iron gloves (called gauntlets)
protect the hands.

Shield is smaller and curved
for added protection.

Pieces of hammered iron
plate are added for protection.

The combined weight of chain mail
and plate armour is now so great
that a knight cannot get up on his
own if he falls over.

Bascinet helmets worn by late 1300s.
Visor can be lifted up.

  SOURCE 1  A twenty-fi rst-century artist’s drawings showing changes in armour over the period between the 
early 1100s and the 1400s  
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By the fifteenth century, knights were wearing full body armour. This gave them great protection, but 
because of its weight, it was very difficult for a knight to get back on his horse again if he fell off.

The knight’s weapons comprised a shield, a sword, a lance, a spiked metal ball that hung from a chain, 
and often a dagger attached by a belt to his arm or leg and hidden under his clothing. The infantry, without 
protective clothing, fought with axes, javelins and bows.

Archers
English archers favoured the longbow (about 1.5 to 1.8 metres long) and used it very effectively in the 
Hundred Years War. A good archer could fire one arrow every five seconds and could hit targets up to 220 
metres away.

Archers in continental Europe preferred the crossbow. Crossbows were usually heavier than the longbow 
and had a shorter range. Large crossbows could be used only with the assistance of extra machinery. How-
ever, someone could learn to use a crossbow in only a few weeks, whereas it took years before an archer 
became skilled in the use of a longbow. Crossbows had the advantage of being able to get through a 
knight’s armour.

4b.10.3 Fortifications
Lords relied on stone castles for protection. The main building was the three- to four-storey high donjon 
(tower) or keep, with walls about three metres thick. To get to the donjon, visitors crossed the drawbridge 
over the moat (a deep wide ditch filled with water) and then went through the portcullis (an iron grate that 
could be lowered to prevent entry) into the bailey, a large courtyard, within.

People built one or more walls to enclose their towns and protect them from enemies. Other features of 
this protection were:
 • a moat around the outside of the wall
 • city gates from which soldiers could control who entered the town (and also collect payments from 

traders who wanted to sell their goods there)
 • a wall tower on top of the wall to make it easier for people to observe what was happening beyond the 

town
 • a walkway at the top of the wall from where soldiers could take action against would-be invaders
 • links to a castle, with its own protective measures, just inside the town walls.

Once armies began to use gunpowder and cannons, builders increased the thickness of city walls to gain 
more protection.

4b.10.4 Siege warfare
To lay siege to a castle (or to a town), an army surrounded it with soldiers, trapping its inhabitants inside. 
Sieges lasted for months or even years. As SOURCE 3 shows, attackers used a variety of methods to try 
to capture a castle or town by force. Usually, starvation and disease were the most effective methods of 

SOURCE 2 Description of a siege at Tortona, Italy

Since the city was built on all other sides on sheer cliffs, it was only at one point, where the main defence was 
a large tower and its moat, that an assault could be managed. The emperor, annoyed that the siege was taking 
so long, ordered his engines to shatter the tower and directed that a cunning tunnel be bored underground 
towards it, so that, eventually, with its foundations weakened, it might collapse. But the townsmen — perhaps 
informed by traitors from our army — built counter-tunnels and caused some of the emperor’s men to be 
trapped underground and suffocated. The rest gave up the attempt to undermine the tower. Then the emperor 
threw rotting and diseased bodies of horses and men into the spring from which the town drew its water. The 
townsmen continued to drink the water, so the emperor had burning torches with flames of pitch and sulphur 
thrown into the spring and this made the water bitter and impossible for people to drink.

J. O. Ward, The Middle Ages, Holt Saunders,  
Sydney, NSW, 1977, p. 63.
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forcing inhabitants to surrender. This gave the attackers the advantage in discussions with the defenders’ 
leaders, who were often desperate to regain access to food, water and other essential supplies.  

 Over time, people designed castles with features such as thicker walls, loopholes and the portcullis that 
aided the efforts of the defenders. The increased use of cannons and gunpowder in the fourteenth century 
benefi ted attackers. Sometimes they also achieved their goals through the help of a traitor on the inside who 
was willing to take a bribe.    

An archer skilled at using a
longbow could quickly �re a
number of arrows over 200 metres.

Battlement —
protective wall at
top of castle

Merlon — the raised
part of a battlement

Scaling ladder

Crenel — the opening
in a battlement
through which
defenders used
their weapons

The gatehouse was heavily
defended. If attackers got
in, defenders could shower
them with rocks, red-hot sand
or boiling water through a
hole in the ceiling (called a
murderhole). A heavy metal
portcullis protected the
gatehouse entrance.

Loophole — a slit through
which soldiers could
shoot arrows

A castle was often
surrounded by a ditch,
sometimes �lled with
sharpened stakes or
water. The drawbridge
over the ditch or moat could
be drawn up under attack.

Sometimes batters were built at
the base of castle walls. They
prevented the battering ram from getting close to the wall.

A mangonel was a catapult used to hurl
objects (e.g. heads, smaller rocks or
piles of dung) over castle walls.

The force behind a bolt from a crossbow
was so powerful that it could penetrate
armour and cause horri�c injuries.

The ballista was a giant
crossbow that �red
�aming bolts over castle walls.

A battering ram was used to try
to break down the castle gate.
Attackers were protected by a
wooden cover draped with
wet animal skins.

The trebuchet, introduced
from the Arab world, was
a type of counterweighted
catapult. It was used to hurl
huge rocks weighing up to
90 kg against castle walls,
and to toss rotting animal
bodies over the walls.

Attackers used belfries and
scaling ladders to try to get
over the castle walls. Defenders
often used forked sticks to push
attackers off the ladders.

Missiles could be dropped on
attackers through machicolations.

Attackers could dig a wooden-lined tunnel under the castle walls.
When the tunnel supports were burned, the tunnel and the wall
above collapsed.

  SOURCE 3  A twenty-fi rst-century artist’s impression of the attack and defence of a castle 

Crosses provided a
better view and more

scope from which to fire.  

Widened
at base to
fire down 

 

Circles
provided

more light.  

Earliest
loophole style Later designs

Merlon Crenel Loophole
A B C

Crenels narrowed as
archery improved 

  SOURCE 3  A drawing showing changes in the designs 
of loopholes, from which soldiers fi red at their enemies  
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4b.11 Towns, cities and commerce
4b.11.1 Towns and cities
In early medieval Europe, some old Roman towns fell into disuse and disrepair as there was no one to con-
tinue to provide the benefits and structures of Roman society — aqueducts, public baths, arenas, libraries, 
grand buildings, and educational and cultural facilities. People abandoned towns for the countryside.

By the eleventh century, economic prosperity, trade needs and new work opportunities saw existing 
towns grow in size and new ones emerge. Italy, Spain and Flanders had the greatest number of towns and 
cities. Towns were small by modern standards, with an average of about 2500 inhabitants. Cities averaged 
about 10  000 inhabitants; very large cities had populations from 25  000 to 100  000 people. In the early 
1500s, Bologna, Florence, Genoa, Naples, Padua, Palermo, Venice and Cordoba, Granada and Seville all 
had populations of over 50  000; Milan and Paris each had 100  000.

Location and trading opportunities encouraged the growth of towns. People liked to live close to a mon-
astery or large castle as this made them feel more secure. Trade took place more easily in settlements that 
grew up on a harbour, near a crossroads or at the junction of two rivers.

Lords, charters and the bourgeoisie
Towns developed on land belonging to local lords, who demanded taxes and labour from their inhabitants. 
The development of towns and trade gave rise to a new and influential group in society — the bourgeoisie 

4b.10 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Who were the main people who fought in armies and what were the weapons they used?
2. What advantages did a crossbow have over a longbow?
3. What features did castles have to help protect their inhabitants from their enemies?
4. What do you think attackers would have found to be the advantages and disadvantages of a siege?

Develop source skills
5. Use SOURCE 1 to identify:

(a) the main armour changes in each period
(b) the likely reasons for these changes
(c) which changes you think would have been the most/least useful to the knight.

6. Read the text and the labels in SOURCE 4 and then complete a table like the following to list methods of 
defence and attack during a siege.

Attack methods Defence methods

7. Use SOURCE 4 to answer the following questions:
(a) What were most of the siege weapons made of?
(b) Why would most of them have been made nearby?
(c) Which weapons would have needed someone to create a diversion before they could be used 

successfully?
8. Use SOURCE 2 to identify the tactics used by each side during this siege.
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or middle class  —  who wanted to control 
towns and their trade for their own benefit, 
not that of the lord.

Town dwellers could achieve this by get-
ting the lord to sell them a town charter. 
This freed them from their feudal duties and 
gave them rights to:
 • hold a market
 • control prices
 • make and administer laws
 • elect a mayor and town council
 • weigh and measure all goods sold and so 

ensure that people were trading honestly.
Granting a town charter also ensured that 

the lord would have a market for the sale of 
his crops.

People enclosed their towns and cities 
with high stone walls. Merchants arriving 
through one of the entry gates often had to 
pay a tax to trade there. The gates remained 
open during daylight hours and, to protect 
their inhabitants, closed at nightfall.

4b.11.2 Trade and commerce
By the late 1100s, most towns had a weekly 
market either in simple outdoor stalls or 
in specially created market halls. These 
attracted travelling merchants and people 
from the local area who came to sell their 
produce, to purchase farm tools or, if they 
were wealthy, to buy fabrics and spices from 
far off places.

People enjoyed the benefits of the luxury 
products of international trade — silks from China, Persia and Syria; cotton from Egypt and India; ivory 
from Ethiopia; and pearls from the Persian Gulf and Ceylon. Wealthy people wanted the spices from the 
East to flavour their food and wines. Apothecaries (chemists) needed exotic ingredients for their remedies. 
Cloth manufacturers relied on alum from the East to use in preparing cloth for dyeing and on supplies of 
dyes from India, Indochina and Sumatra.

Merchants established businesses in Europe’s towns and cities and organised the sale of their goods 
along the trade routes that joined them. They traded widely throughout Europe and the Middle East. Cities 
like Bristol, Bruges, Genoa, London, Lübeck and Venice had good access to waterways and so became 
important trading centres.

The Champagne trade fairs
As the feudal order began to break down in the twelfth century, France’s more enterprising lords wanted 
to attract business to their areas and benefit from the tax earnings these would bring them. The Counts of 
Champagne established a seasonal round of trade fairs, each lasting about six or seven weeks, that attracted 
merchants from all over Europe and into the East.

SOURCE 1 A scene from Simon Bening’s Book of Hours 
c.1510, depicting the entry to a town similar to that of Bruges, 
in Flanders, where he lived and worked
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The Champagne area was peaceful, rich, prosperous and at the crossroads of rivers and a well-main-
tained network of roads that linked the merchants from Flanders in northern Europe with those from the 
Italian cities of southern Europe. A good road network also linked Champagne to west and south-west 
France and to the cities of Cologne, Mainz and Strasbourg in the Holy Roman Empire.

The Champagne trade fairs were well organ-
ised and well managed. The Counts made sure 
that people could get to and from these fairs 
safely. They appointed special guards to protect 
merchants and their goods inside the fairgrounds; 
they established rules to guide trade there; they 
checked and supervised the accuracy of weights 
and measures; and they developed methods for 
settling disputes.

Banking and money changing
As they travelled from city to city in Europe and 
to the Middle East, merchants had to change 
money from one currency to another. The city 
of Genoa was one of the first to have people 
develop banking and money changing as a busi-
ness. Over time, instead of money, merchants 
used bills of exchange guaranteed by one of the 
newly emerging Italian banks.

The Peruzzi and Medici banking families of 
Florence had agents in every major city organ-
ising loans at high interest rates. Bankers dis-
guised the loans in various ways so as not to 
appear to be disobeying the Church’s ban on 
money lending. The florin, a gold coin decorated 
with the lily symbol of Florence, was acceptable 
currency throughout Europe because of its con-
sistent weight and quality.

4b.11.3 Trade routes
Before fifteenth-century improvements to maps, 
navigational instruments and shipping, Europe’s 
main trade links were by land, through strategic 
mountain passes, and over the relatively calm 
summer waters of the Mediterranean Sea, where 
land was never far from sight.

By the 1100s, the Mediterranean Sea was the focus of international trade, which the Italian ports of 
Venice, Genoa and Pisa controlled. This changed in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries when, 
with the Italian city-states at war with one another, France’s southern ports began to play a stronger role in 
Mediterranean sea trade. French merchants could take advantage of the bigger profits available to them by 
trading directly with Alexandria in north Africa, and Syria and Cyprus in the eastern Mediterranean.

Sea trade from ports on France’s western coastline was also important. By the second half of the thir-
teenth century French merchants based in Bordeaux, the most important Atlantic port, had established 
a thriving trade in wheat, wool and wines between Bordeaux and England, Scotland and the towns of 
northern France.

SOURCE 2 The 1514 painting depicting The 
Moneylender and his Wife by Flemish artist Quentin 
Matsys (1466–1529)

SOURCE 3 A florin, showing the lily symbol of Florence 
on one side and St John the Baptist on the other. This 
coin was made in Tours, France during the period 
c.1333–1349 CE.
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 Where possible, people also traded along Europe’s rivers. The gradual introduction of man-made locks 
and canals made these more navigable. By the seventeenth century, the Rhine, Danube and the Rhone 
rivers, and sea voyages close to coastlines, formed Europe’s major transport network. 

 The  Silk Road  provided the network for the exchange of goods, inventions and ideas between countries 
across Asia and into the Mediterranean. Europe’s location, on the northern edge of the Afro-Eurasian con-
tinents, limited its access to this network. Until the mid fi fteenth century, the Italian cities of Venice and 
Genoa and the Byzantine Empire — through its capital, Byzantium (Istanbul) — controlled trade with the 
East. 

 The search for new trade routes 
 When the Ottomans took control of the Byzantine Empire in 1453, they gained control of eastern Medi-
terranean trade and placed huge taxes on it. To avoid this, western Europeans began to look for new trade 
routes with the East — especially with India, from whom they obtained spices and precious stones. 

 This inspired Portuguese and Spanish explorers to search for a new sea route around Africa and to 
develop new trade routes with India and across the Atlantic to the Americas. This led to the northern hemi-
sphere trading its unique products — cattle, horses and sheep — with the maize, potatoes and tobacco that 
were unique to the southern hemisphere.   

 In the thirteenth century, towns along the Baltic and North Sea coasts of northern Europe established 
the  Hanseatic League , cities that worked together to control trade along their coastlines. League members 
protected their ships from pirate attacks and cooperated with one another to prevent competition from out-
siders. These cities were very powerful.  

  SOURCE 4  Twenty-fi rst-century artist’s drawing depicting Lübeck, the leading member of the Hanseatic 
League, in the Middle Ages  
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  SOURCE 5  Map showing some of the main towns, trading routes and goods traded in medieval Europe      
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 4b.11 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    Identify three physical features that encouraged the growth of towns.  
2.   Compare the populations of Paris, Florence, Venice and Granada in the early fourteenth century to their 

sizes today.  
3.   List three rights town dwellers gained from a town charter.  
4.   What products did people buy from outside Europe?  
5.   What were the Champagne fairs and why would merchants have enjoyed trading there?  
6.   What was the role of bankers and money lenders in international trade?  
7.   Explain the roles of the Mediterranean Sea, the Silk Road and the Hanseatic League in medieval trade.   
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4b.12 Significant individuals
4b.12.1 Charlemagne (c.747–814)
Charlemagne (Charles the Great) became king of the Franks 
in 768 and by 800 had become the most powerful European 
ruler, with Pope Leo III crowning him Emperor. Charle-
magne’s successful military campaigns created an empire that 
took in  Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Switzerland and 
areas of  Austria, Italy, Germany and Spain. At the same time, 
he ordered the death of thousands of people who opposed his 
rule or refused to give up their old pagan gods and convert to 
Catholicism.

Charlemagne promoted Europe’s cultural revival. To 
strengthen his empire, he increased opportunities for people to 
gain an education; he encouraged developments in literature, 
architecture and the arts; he invited scholars to his court to 
impart their knowledge of other cultures; and he ensured that 
copyists preserved the learning of ancient texts.

By encouraging the use of a common language (Medieval 
Latin) and a common writing style, Charlemagne made it 
easier for educated people to communicate with one another. 
By introducing a common standard of money and weights and 
common customs duties he made trade easier, and this led 
to the development of trading routes linking all parts of his 
empire.

Charlemagne came to be known as ‘the father of Europe’. 
By force, and through introducing the same laws, policies and reforms throughout his empire, he united 
most of western Europe under his political leadership. This was the first time it had been united since the 
end of the Roman Empire. Through the experience of a shared culture, and also spiritually, through support 
for the Catholic religion, the peoples of Charlemagne’s empire gained a sense that they shared a common 
European identity.

Charlemagne’s heirs lacked his skills. Rivalry among them weakened and divided his empire. The Mag-
yars gained part of his empire in the east and the Vikings gained control of Normandy in the west. By 
c.1000, new leaders had established largely stable and well-organised governments in separate kingdoms 
across Europe.

4b.12.2 Eleanor of Aquitaine (c.1122–1204)
Eleanor of Aquitaine was one of the most significant people in twelfth-century Europe. She played an 
important role in the politics of both France and England and was queen of both countries.

SOURCE 1 German artist Albrecht 
Dürer’s c.1512 engraving depicting 
Charlemagne

Develop source skills
8. What features of a medieval town can you recognise in SOURCE 1?
9. Use SOURCE 4 to identify the types of work that would be needed in the port of Lübeck.

10. Use SOURCE 5 to answer these questions:
(a) What were the main goods traded within western Europe?
(b) Which areas outside Europe did traders travel to?
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 Eleanor inherited Aquitaine, an area one-third the size 
of France, in 1137. This, along with her considerable 
intelligence and great beauty, made Eleanor an impor-
tant heiress. Shortly afterwards, she married Louis who, 
within a month, succeeded to the French throne as King 
Louis VII. For the next 15 years, Eleanor was Queen of 
France. The marriage to Louis was unsuccessful and the 
Pope annulled it in 1152. 

 Six weeks later, Eleanor married 19-year-old Henry 
Plantagenet. Within two years, he became King Henry 
II of England. Eleanor was now Queen of England. She 
and Henry had eight children. Two of these children, 
Richard and John, succeeded their father to the throne 
of England. 

 In 1173, Eleanor supported three of her sons in a 
failed revolt against Henry II. Henry imprisoned Eleanor. 
She became free when he died in 1189 and one of their 
sons became King Richard I. Eleanor ruled England 
while Richard was fi ghting in the Third Crusade. She 
spent the fi nal years of her life at the Abbey of Fonte-
vraud (France).  

 4b.12.3 Joan of Arc (c.1412–1431) 
 Joan of Arc to this day is a national heroine in France. 
Her life was very different to that of the peasant family 
into which she was born. When Joan was born, England 
and France were fi ghting one another in the Hundred 
Years War (1337–1453). England still had a large area of 
France and, with the support of Burgundy and Aquitaine, 
fought to have a Plantagenet king as ruler of France and 
England. 

 After winning the Battle of Agincourt in 1415, England 
gained control of more land, including the French capital, 
Paris. England’s king, Henry V, married the French king’s 
daughter and expected to succeed her father, Charles VI, 
as king of France. 

 France supported the rights of Charles, the son of the 
French king. At the age of twelve, Joan said that three 
saints began appearing to her and telling her that she should 
drive the English out of ‘French’ territory. They also told 
her to bring Charles VII, France’s young, uncrowned king, 
to Reims for an offi cial coronation ceremony. 

 In January 1429, Joan met the young Louis. She 
convinced Louis (who was probably willing to try any-
thing to give France a chance) to let her ride with the 
army attempting to lift the months-long siege of Orleans. 
Nine days later, she led the troops to victory. More victo-
ries followed, resulting in Charles VII offi cially becoming 
France’s king in Reims cathedral on 17 July 1429. 

  SOURCE 2  An image of Eleanor of Aquitaine, 
created by E. Hargrave, date unknown  

  SOURCE 3  A painting, c.1485, depicting 
Joan of Arc  
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Burgundian troops captured Joan on 23 May 1430. They sold her to the English, who put her on trial for 
heresy and burned her at the stake. She was 19 years old. In 1456, a French court, after re-examining the 
evidence, declared that she was innocent. In 1920, the Catholic Church proclaimed her a saint.

4b.12 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Explain why Charlemagne, Eleanor of Aquitaine and Joan of Arc were significant individuals in medieval 

Europe.

Develop source skills
2. List the factors that would affect the reliability of SOURCES 1–3.
3. From SOURCE 1, identify how the artist has portrayed Charlemagne’s:

(a) appearance
(b) power
(c) religious attitudes.

4b.13 Medieval Europe’s influence
4b.13.1 The heritage of Medieval Europe
The achievements of medieval Europe live on in its great cathedrals and castles, in walled towns, in their 
narrow, crooked and cobbled streets, and in medieval marketplaces and guild halls. They are also found in 
many of the ideas that emerged from that era.

4b.13.2 Limits to the king’s power
Even under the feudal system, mon-
archs had to accept limits on their 
own personal power and allow other 
groups in society to have a say in 
decision making. From the eleventh 
century onwards, English monarchs 
summoned the chief-tenants to advise 
them in the Great Council. By the late 
thirteenth century, they had begun to 
call this a parliament.

The tradition developed that kings 
had to get parliament’s permission 
to raise money through taxes. These 
ideas developed into our expectations 
that parliaments control government 
and that the nobility should not con-
trol decision making.

The legacy of the Magna Carta endured and came to represent the first acceptance of the idea that the 
authority of the law should be more important than that of the monarch.

SOURCE 1 Photo of the House of Representatives, Canberra, 
where elected representatives govern on our behalf
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4b.13.3 The decline of feudalism
From the twelfth century onwards, 
people were relying more on money as 
a form of payment rather than goods. 
Lords began to rent land to serfs; some 
serfs were able to earn money to pay 
for their feudal duties. Lords began to 
lose their former power. Over time, 
serfs were able to earn enough to buy 
their freedom.

As towns gained charters, they 
gained independence from feudal obli-
gations and became self-governing. 
Merchants increasingly became more 
important than nobles. Government 
that served the needs of trade became 
more important than feudalism. By 
1500, feudalism had virtually ended in 
western Europe.

4b.13.4 The emergence of nation states
Greater peace and security in the Late Middle Ages meant kings no longer needed lords to provide them 
with military service. It was easier for a king to just hire soldiers when he needed them. This meant kings 
became more independent of lords.

Kings began to rule their lands more directly and centralise law-making, court procedures and tax col-
lection. They began to assert their authority over that of the Catholic Church and keep permanent armies, 
which through regular payment, permanent lodgings, opportunities to move through different ranks and 
strict codes of discipline, were likely to remain loyal to them.

University-educated professionals replaced the nobility as the king’s main advisers. Merchants gave their 
support to kings who could provide strong, central and stable government, and this also weakened the 
power once held by individual lords.

The idea of a nation was beginning to develop.

4b.13.5 Courts, consistency and justice
People began to use medieval courts for problems that had previously been solved by trial by combat. As 
medieval courts heard more cases, they began to develop ways of applying the law consistently. This is a 
basic principle of our legal system today.

King Henry II (1133–1189) of England helped develop the jury system by calling on groups of twelve 
men to report on, investigate and decide the facts of legal cases.

Habeas corpus (Latin for ‘you have the body’) is a judge’s order for a prisoner to be brought before a 
court to test whether or not he or she has been imprisoned unlawfully. Its first recorded use was in 1305 
during the reign of Edward I. People value habeas corpus as a protection against injustice.

In the early twenty-first century, many people protested against the US government’s failure to apply this 
principle to suspected terrorists, whom it imprisoned without trial.

4b.13.6 Independent thinking
In 1088, teachers established the University of Bologna (Italy). Other universities soon followed — Oxford 
in 1167, Cambridge in 1209, Montpellier in 1220 and Padua in 1222.

SOURCE 2 Photograph showing the market square in Trier, 
Germany, with a copy of the cross (granted c.958) indicating that 
the town had the right to hold a market there
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Universities expected lecturers to support Catholic beliefs or risk being dismissed. To begin with, few 
lecturers encouraged students to discuss or question the information they presented.

In 1158, Emperor Frederick I (1122–1190) declared Bologna University to be a place where scholars 
could work independently and carry out research without pressure from outside influences. Today universi-
ties value this principle very highly and also that of discussion and exchange of ideas.

Demands for religious reform
Many people wanted to read the Bible for themselves and think freely about the knowledge that scientists 
and other educated people could provide them.

The wealth and corruption of many Catholic leaders made people angry and unwilling to accept them as 
role models. They expected the Church to keep to its religious role and not interfere in other areas of life. 
Kings wanted to rule without the Pope interfering in their decision making.

Criticisms of the Church created an atmosphere from which the religious movement known as the 
 Reformation would emerge. In the early sixteenth century, people such as Martin Luther (see section 4d.11) 
gained more support for their demands than the Church reform itself.

Martin Luther (1483–1546) made a major change to the world in which he lived. He became a revo-
lutionary, leading a movement that broke away from the Catholic Church and formed separate religions, 
including the Lutheran religion. Luther’s ideas spread to northern Europe and to England and led to two 
centuries of religious wars.

SOURCE 3 An extract from Sic et Non (‘So and Not-so’) by Peter Abelard, a twelfth-century teacher at the 
University of Paris

All learning depends on the earnest and frequent asking of questions. We may not be very definite in our 
answers to some questions, but as Aristotle said, it is very useful to have doubts about the truth of something. 
For by doubting we come to enquiring, and by enquiring we find the truth, just as Jesus said: ‘Seek and ye 
shall find, knock and it will be opened unto you’.

4b.13 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. List the main ideas about government, the law, education and religion that emerged in medieval Europe.

Develop source skills
2. Find a source of your own that tells us something about the cultural achievements of medieval Europe. Write 

3–5 lines to explain what you can learn from it.

4b.14 Research project: A letter from Joan of Arc
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. 
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 4b.14.1 Scenario and task 
  Historical scholars are abuzz with the news that a letter written by 
Joan of Arc has amazingly come to light in Rouen. The letter was 
found during the demolition of a medieval home. It was wrapped in 
waxed cloth and beautifully preserved. Experts have confi rmed that 
the letter was written by Joan of Arc while she was being held cap-
tive by the English and shortly before she was burned at the stake. 

    Recreate, in English, the letter from Joan of Arc. You need to 
think about: 
 •    who the letter is addressed to. For example, it might be written 

to her parents, a friend, the French king, the dauphin or those 
who accused her of witchcraft.  

 •   what Joan of Arc might believe about why she was sold to the 
English and why the authorities wanted to burn her at the stake.   
 The letter should be at least 300 words in length. It is not a work 

of fantasy, so it needs to seem real and credible. For 
this reason you will need to research the story of Joan 
of Arc. Three possible letter openers are supplied in 
the Resources tab to guide you if you need a little 
inspiration. 

 Also try to discover facts about medieval life at 
this time in France, as this will add credibility to your 
letter.  

    4b.14.2 Process 
 •    Watch the introductory video lesson for this 

project, located in the Resources tab.  
 •   Then investigate each of the research topics listed 

below. 
 –    background information on Joan of Arc that you think will be useful to you in developing a realistic 
and factually accurate letter  

 –   key events in the life of Joan of Arc, and how she rallied others in support of her cause  
 –   the historical context and politics of Joan of Arc’s time    

 •   To discover extra information about Joan of Arc, you should fi nd at least three sources other than 
the textbook. At least one of these should be an offl ine source, such as a book or encyclopaedia. The 
weblinks in the Resources tab will help you get started.  

 •   In the Resources tab you will also fi nd ‘Sample Letter Opener’ documents to give you inspiration.  
 •   When you have completed your research, write the fi rst draft of your letter. Work with a partner and 

use the ‘Peer review sheet’ in the Resources tab to review each other’s draft letters and suggest areas 
for improvement.  

 •   Prepare your fi nal letter and submit it to your teacher for assessment.    UNCORRECTED P
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4b.15 Review
4b.15.1 Review

Practise your historical skills
Comprehension: chronology, terms and concepts
1. Working in pairs, complete the following.

(a) Name the three periods into which historians divide the Middle Ages.
(b) Name 1–2 important events and people from each period.
(c) Place these events and people in chronological order from the most distant to the most recent.

2. Identify dates, events and/or developments that provide evidence of change over time for one of the 
following topics related to medieval Europe.
• Armour
• Feudalism
• Christianity
• Trials

3. Match the following heads and tails to check your understanding of the historical terms used in  
this chapter.

Heads Tails

1. dowry a. Melody sung without musical accompaniment

2. chivalry b. Serious act of disloyalty to the king

3. donjon c. Kept people off the streets at night

4. buttress d. What knights followed as a code of honour

Go online to access additional resources such as templates, images and weblinks.

ONLINE ONLY

KEY TERMS
moat a deep, wide ditch filled with water that people had to cross to gain entry to a castle or manor house
pottage thick soup made from whatever vegetables were available; it sometimes also included meat or fish
Romanesque a style of architecture with massive and thick walls, rounded arches for windows and doors, and 
huge piers instead of columns
pilgrimage a journey people take to a place that holds special religious significance for them
Reformation the sixteenth-century religious movement that began with attempts to reform the Roman Catholic 
Church and led to the creation of the Protestant churches

4b.15 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Go online to access additional end of topic resources such as interactivities and printable worksheets.

ONLINE ONLY
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Heads Tails

5. curfew e. Roof support

6. treason f.  Spout for rainwater

7. gargoyle g. Money or goods a bride’s family gave to the groom

8. plainsong h. Castle tower

4. List 5–10 examples of things that have changed and things that have continued from medieval times to 
our own era.

Analysis and use of sources
5. Use SOURCE 1 and your own knowledge to identify:

(a) its origin and purpose
(b) clues within the source that could help confirm the time in which it was created.

6. What information does SOURCE 1 provide? Organise your answer by copying and completing the  
table below.

Source

Topics on which  
it provides 
information

Information it  
provides on these 

topics

‘February: Winter in 
a peasant village’

7. Use SOURCE 2 to answer the following questions.
(a) Where was the Bishop when he gave his blessing 

and why do you think he was located here?
(b) What were the stalls made of?
(c) What animals does the artist show were an important 

part of the trade at this fair?
(d) Cloth was one of the most important goods traded at 

the St Denis fair. Locate the parts of the picture that 
could be evidence of this trade.

Perspectives and interpretations
8. Use SOURCE 3 to answer the following questions.

(a) From what perspective is Llelo experiencing the town 
of Shrewsbury?

(b) What words would you use to describe Llelo’s 
interpretation of town life?

Empathetic understanding
9. Using evidence from SOURCE 3, identify the aspects of 

life in Shrewsbury that Llelo finds ‘unnerving’.

Research
10. Choose one of the following aspects of life in medieval 

Europe.
• Clothing
• Food
• Entertainment
• Furniture
Use the following question openers to create questions 

that would help you investigate this topic.
What …?     When …?
Where …?       How …?
Who …?      Why …?

SOURCE 1 ‘February: Winter in a peasant 
village’, an image from the Limbourg 
brothers’ work Les Très Riches Heures du 
Duc de Berry, created c.1413–1416
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11. Use ICT and other methods to compile a list 
of resources that you could use to 
 investigate the topic you chose for question 
10. Copy and complete the following table 
to summarise the relevance of each of your 
sources.

Source How it is relevant

Explanation and communication
12. Photography project. Divide class members 

into some of the following groups: clergy, 
criminals, entertainers, knights, merchants, 
nobles, royalty, stallholders, serfs. Dress and 
make props suitable for typical aspects of 
this group’s way of life. Arrange for each 
group to be photographed in 3–5 typical 
poses to record ‘images of medieval life’. 
Decide on an appropriate way to publicise 
the photographs and add written 
 explanations of what each photograph 
represents.

SOURCE 2 Miniature, c.1450s, depicting the Bishop of 
Paris giving the religious blessing that opened the June 
Fair at St Denis near Paris

SOURCE 3 An extract from Sharon Penman’s 1989 novel Falls the Shadow, in which she describes 
the experience of a young boy, Llelo, as he enters the English town of Shrewsbury in 1241. The author 
majored in history at university and went on to study law. She practised tax and corporate law for four 
years.

Everywhere Llelo looked, he saw sights to astonish. The streets were very narrow, shadowed by the 
overhanging stories of timber-framed houses, and they were packed with people, more people than 
he’d ever seen in all his life … he was not comfortable amidst so many people.… jabbing him with their 
elbows, smelling of sweat and sour ale … It disconcerted him to find that the citizens of Shrewsbury 
spoke a tongue entirely alien to him, for he’d studied Norman-French for fully five years.

‘Many speak French, too,’ Gwladys [Llelo’s aunt] explained … ‘But English has remained the language 
of the common people … it ought to have died out by now. It is nigh on two hundred years … since 
William the Bastard defeated the Saxon thanes. French is undoubtedly a far more cultured tongue, but it 
is useful, too, to know some English, for the peasants cling to it so …’

To Llelo, the most unnerving aspect of Shrewsbury was its noise. Church bells pealed out the hour, 
summoning Christ’s faithful to High mass, tolling mournful ‘passing bells’ for dying parishioners. 
Men wandered the streets shouting ‘Hot meat pies’ and ‘Good ale’, seeking to entice customers into 
cookshops and ale-houses. Itinerant peddlars hawked their goods, offering nails, ribbons, potions to 
restore health, to bestir lust. People gathered in front of the cramped, unshuttered shops, arguing prices 
at the tops of their voices. Heavy carts cracked down the street, their lumbering progress signalled by 
loudly cracking whips. Dogs darted underfoot, and pigs rooted about in the debris dumped in the centre 
gutter.

From Sharon Penman, Falls the Shadow, Penguin Books, 1989, pp. 131–2.UNCORRECTED P
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