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In 1260 C.E. two brothers, Niccolò and Maffeo Polo, traveled from their native Venice to Con-

stantinople. The Polo brothers were jewel merchants, and while in Constantinople, they de-

cided to pursue opportunities farther east. They went first to Soldaia (modern Sudak), near

Caffa on the Black Sea, and then to the trading cities of Sarai and Bulghar on the Volga River.

At that point they might have returned home except that a war broke out behind them and

prevented them from retracing their steps, so they joined a caravan and continued east. They

spent three years in the great central Asian trading city of Bokhara, where they received an

invitation to join a diplomatic embassy going to the court of Khubilai Khan. They readily

agreed and traveled by caravan to the Mongol court, where the great khan received them

and inquired about their land, rulers, and religion.

Khubilai was especially interested in learning more about Roman Catholic Christianity,

most likely because he ruled a multicultural empire and wished to maintain harmony among

the cultural and religious groups inhabiting his realm. Thus he asked the Polo brothers to re-

turn to Europe and request the pope to send learned theologians who could serve as author-

itative sources of information on Christian doctrine. They accepted the mission and returned

to Italy in 1269 as envoys of the great khan.

The Polo brothers were not able to satisfy the great khan’s desire for expertise in Christian

doctrine. The pope designated two missionaries to accompany the Polos, and the party set

out in 1271, together with Niccolò’s seventeen-year-old son Marco Polo. Soon, however, the mis-

sionaries became alarmed at fighting along the route, and they decided to abandon the em-

bassy and return to Europe. Thus only the Polos completed the journey, arriving at the Mongol

court of Shangdu in 1274. Although they presented Khubilai with presents and letters from the

pope rather than the requested missionaries, the great khan received them warmly and wel-

comed them to his court. In fact, they remained in China in the service of the great khan for

the next seventeen years. Their mission gave rise to Marco Polo’s celebrated account of his

travels, and it signaled the reintegration of Europe into the political and economic affairs of

the larger eastern hemisphere.

During the early middle ages, western Europe was a violent and disorderly land. The col-

lapse of the western Roman empire and invasions by migratory peoples wrecked European

society and economy. The Carolingian empire provided order only for a short time before a

new series of invasions brought it down. As a result of the turmoil and disarray that plagued

Europe during the half millennium from 500 to 1000 C.E., western Europeans played little role

in the development of a hemispheric economy during the era dominated by the Tang, Song,

Abbasid, and Byzantine empires.

O P P O S I T E : Cloth merchants cut and sew woolen fabrics in a town market while customers shop.
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During the early middle ages, however, Europeans laid the foundations of a more dynamic

society. Regional states became the basis for a stable political order. New tools and technolo-

gies led to increased agricultural production and economic growth. The missionary efforts of

the western Christian church brought cultural and religious unity to most of Europe. During the

“high middle ages” of European history—the period from about 1000 to 1300 C.E.—European

peoples built a vibrant and powerful society on the political, economic, and cultural founda-

tions laid during the early middle ages.

Although the idea of empire continued to fascinate political thinkers and leaders, empire

builders of the high middle ages did not manage to bring all of Europe under their control. In-

stead, local rulers organized powerful regional states. Increased agricultural production fueled

rapid population growth. Economic expansion led to increased long-distance trade, enriched

cities, and supported the establishment of new towns. Cultural and religious affairs also re-

flected the dynamism of the high middle ages, as European philosophers and theologians 

reconsidered traditional doctrines in light of fresh knowledge.

Political organization, demographic increase, and economic growth pushed Europeans

once again into the larger world. European merchants began to participate directly in the com-

mercial economy of the eastern hemisphere, sometimes traveling as far as China in search of

luxury goods. Ambitious military and political leaders expanded the boundaries of Christen-

dom by seizing Muslim-held territories in Spain and the Mediterranean islands. European forces

even mounted a series of military crusades that sought to bring Islamic lands of the eastern

Mediterranean basin under Christian control. They ultimately failed, but the crusades clearly

demonstrated that Europeans were beginning to play a much larger role in the world than

they had for the previous half millennium.

The Establishment of Regional States

Long after its disappearance the Roman empire inspired European philosophers, theo-
logians, and rulers, who dreamed of a centralized political structure embracing all of
Christian Europe. Beginning in the late tenth century, German princes formed the
so-called Holy Roman Empire, which they viewed as a Christian revival of the earlier
Roman empire. In fact, however, the Roman empire returned only in name. When-
ever the medieval emperors attempted to extend their influence beyond Germany,
they faced stiff resistance from the popes and the princes of other European lands.
Meanwhile, independent monarchies emerged in France and England, and other au-
thorities ruled in the various regions of Italy and Spain. Thus medieval Europe was a
political mosaic of independent and competing regional states. Those states frequently
clashed with one another, and they all faced perennial challenges from within. Yet
they also organized their own territories efficiently, and they laid the political founda-
tions for the emergence of powerful national states in a later era.

The Holy Roman Empire
As the Carolingian empire faded during the ninth century, counts, dukes, and other
local authorities took responsibility for providing order in their own regions. Gradu-
ally, some of them extended their influence beyond their own jurisdictions and built
larger states. Otto of Saxony was particularly aggressive. By the mid-tenth century,
he had established himself as king in northern Germany. He campaigned east of the
Elbe River in lands populated by Slavic peoples (in what is now eastern Germany,
western Poland, and the Czech Republic), and twice he ventured into Italy to quell

Otto I
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political disturbances, protect the church, and seek opportunities in the south. In 
appreciation for his aid to the church, Pope John XII proclaimed Otto emperor in
962 C.E. Thus was born the Holy Roman Empire.

The imperial title had considerable cachet, and on several occasions energetic em-
perors almost transformed the Holy Roman Empire into a hegemonic state that might
have reintroduced imperial unity to Europe. Conflict with the papacy, however, pre-
vented the emperors from building a strong and dynamic state. Although the popes
crowned the medieval emperors, their relations were usually tense, since both popes
and emperors made large claims to authority in Christian Europe. Relations became
especially strained when emperors sought to influence the selection of church officials,
which the popes regarded as their own prerogative, or when emperors sought to ex-
tend their authority into Italy, where the popes had long provided political leadership.

Neither the popes nor the emperors were strong enough to dominate the other,
but the popes were able to prevent the emperors from building a powerful imperial
state that would threaten the papacy as Europe’s principal spiritual authority. The ca-
pacity of the papacy to weaken the empire became apparent during the Investiture
Contest, a controversy over the appointment of church officials in the late eleventh
and early twelfth centuries. From the earliest days of the Holy Roman Empire, imperial
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Map 20.1 The regional
states of medieval Europe,
1000–1300 C.E. Note the 
large number of states and 
the different kinds of states 
that claimed sovereignty in
medieval Europe. How did the
invasions of the ninth and tenth
centuries (depicted on Map
17.3) influence the political
development of medieval
Europe?
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authorities had named important church officials to their positions, since the higher
clergy provided political as well as religious services. In an effort to regain control of
the clergy and ensure that church officials met appropriate spiritual criteria, Pope Greg-
ory VII (1073–1085 C.E.) ordered an end to the practice of lay investiture—the selec-
tion and installation of church officials by lay rulers such as the emperors. When
Emperor Henry IV (1056–1106 C.E.) challenged the pope’s policy, Gregory excom-
municated him and released his subjects from their duty to obey him. The German
princes then took the opportunity to rebel against the emperor. Henry eventually re-
gained control of the empire but only after beseeching Gregory’s mercy while standing
barefoot in the snow. Because of the pope’s intervention in imperial affairs, however,
the German princes won concessions that enhanced their independence and dimin-
ished the emperor’s authority.

Popes and emperors clashed over their conflicting interests in Italy as well as over
the appointment of church officials. Among the most vigorous of the medieval emper-
ors was Frederick I, known as Frederick Barbarossa—“the red beard”—a vigorous and
gallant man who reigned from 1152 to 1190 C.E. Working from his ancestral lands in
southern Germany, Barbarossa sought to absorb the wealthy and increasingly urban re-
gion of Lombardy in northern Italy. Integration of Lombardy with his German hold-
ings might have provided Barbarossa with the resources to control the German princes,
build a powerful state, and dominate much of Europe. That prospect did not appeal to
the popes, who marshaled support from other European states on behalf of the Italian
cities. By the end of Barbarossa’s reign, the papal coalition had forced the emperor to
relinquish his rights in Lombardy. Once again, papal policies forestalled the transfor-
mation of the Holy Roman Empire into a powerful state.

Voltaire, the eighteenth-century French writer, once quipped that the Holy Roman
Empire was “neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire.” Indeed, the Holy Roman Em-
pire was an empire principally in name. In reality, it was a regional state ruling Germany,
though it also wielded influence intermittently in eastern Europe and Italy. In no sense,
however, did the Holy Roman Empire restore imperial unity to western Europe.

Regional Monarchies in France and England
In the absence of an effective imperial power, regional states emerged throughout
medieval Europe. In France and England, princes established regional monarchies
on the basis of relationships between lords and their retainers.

The French monarchy grew slowly from humble beginnings. When the last of the
Carolingians died, in 987 C.E., the lords of France elected a minor noble named Hugh
Capet to serve as king. Capet held only a small territory around Paris, and he was in
no position to challenge his retainers, some of whom were far more powerful than the
king himself. During the next three centuries, however, his descendants, known as the
Capetian kings, gradually added to their resources and expanded their political in-
fluence. Relying on relationships between lords and retainers, they absorbed the terri-
tories of retainers who died without heirs and established the right to administer
justice throughout the realm. By the early fourteenth century, the Capetian kings had
gradually centralized power and authority in France.

The English monarchy developed quite differently. Its founders were Normans—
descendants of Vikings who carved out a state on the peninsula of Normandy in
France during the ninth century. Though nominally subject to Carolingian and later
to Capetian rulers, the dukes of Normandy in fact pursued their own interests with
little regard for their lords. Within Normandy the dukes built a tightly centralized

Frederick Barbarossa

Capetian France

The Normans
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state in which all authority stemmed from the dukes themselves. The dukes also re-
tained title to all land in Normandy, and in an effort to forestall conflicts of interest
they strictly limited the right of their retainers to grant land to others. By the late
tenth century, Norman lords had built disciplined armies, and in the eleventh cen-
tury they emerged as prominent political and military leaders throughout Europe
and beyond to much of the Mediterranean basin as well.

In 1066 Duke William of Normandy invaded England, then ruled by descendants
of the Angles, the Saxons, and other Germanic peoples who had migrated there dur-
ing the fifth and sixth centuries. Following a speedy military victory, the duke, now
known as William the Conqueror, introduced Norman principles of government and
land tenure to England. While retaining many institutions of their Anglo-Saxon prede-
cessors, the Norman kings of England ruled over a much more tightly centralized
realm than did the Capetian kings of France.

Both the Capetians and the Normans faced challenges from retainers seeking to
pursue independent policies or enlarge their powers at the expense of the monarchs.
Both dynasties also faced external challenges: indeed, they often battled each other,
since the Normans periodically sought to expand their possessions in France. On the
basis of relationships between lords and retainers, however, both the Capetians and
the Normans managed to organize regional monarchies that maintained order and
provided reasonably good government.

King Louis IX (reigned 1226–1270), also known as St. Louis, helped to consolidate the
Capetian hold on the French monarchy. In this fourteenth-century manuscript illustration, 
he hears the petitions of humble subjects (right), while hanged criminals (left) serve as a
reminder of felony’s results.

Norman England

ben06937.Ch20_508-537.qxd  8/9/07  3:35 PM  Page 513



514 P A R T I V | An Age of Cross-Cultural Interaction, 1000 to 1500 C.E.

Regional States in Italy and Iberia
Regional states emerged also in other lands of medieval Europe, though not on such
a large scale as the monarchies of France and England. In Italy, for example, no single
regime controlled the entire peninsula. Rather, a series of ecclesiastical states, city-
states, and principalities competed for power and position. In central Italy the popes
had provided political leadership since the Carolingian era. Indeed, although the pa-
pacy was a spiritual rather than a political post, the popes ruled a good-sized territory
in central Italy known as the Papal State. In northern Italy, too, the church influenced
political affairs, since bishops of the major cities took much of the initiative in orga-
nizing public life in their regions. During the high middle ages, however, as the cities
grew wealthy from trade and manufacturing, lay classes challenged the bishops and
eventually displaced them as ruling authorities.

By about the twelfth century, a series of prosperous city-states—including Florence,
Bologna, Genoa, Milan, and Venice—dominated not only their own urban districts but
also the surrounding hinterlands. Meanwhile, in southern Italy, Norman adventurers—
cousins of those who conquered Anglo-Saxon England—invaded territories still claimed
by the Byzantine empire and various Muslim states. Norman adventurers first inter-
vened in Italian affairs in the year 999, when a group of Norman pilgrims aided the
people of Salerno as they fought off an attack by Muslim raiders. Other Normans later
aided the city of Bari in its struggle for independence from Byzantine authority
(1017–1018). When they learned that opportunities might be available for ambitious
adventurers in an unstable region, Norman mercenaries soon made their way to south-
ern Italy in large numbers. With papal approval and support, they overcame Byzantine
and Muslim authorities, brought southern Italy into the orbit of Roman Catholic Chris-
tianity, and laid the foundations for the emergence of the powerful kingdom of Naples.

As in Italy, a series of regional states competed for power in the Iberian peninsula.
From the eighth to the eleventh century, Muslim conquerors ruled most of the penin-
sula. Only in northern Spain did small Christian states survive the Muslim conquest.

The Bayeux tapestry, a magnificent mural of woven linen about 70 meters (230 feet) long, depicts the Norman invasion
and conquest of England in 1066. In this section Norman warriors sail across the English Channel and disembark in
southern England.

Italian States

Christian and Muslim
States in Iberia

Church Influence 
in Italy
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Beginning in the mid-eleventh century, though, Christian adventurers from those
states began to attack Muslim territories and enlarge their own domains. As in south-
ern Italy, political and military instability attracted the attention of Norman adventur-
ers, many of whom traveled to Spain and joined the armies of the Christian kingdoms
as soldiers of fortune. By the late thirteenth century, the Christian kingdoms of
Castile, Aragon, and Portugal controlled most of the Iberian peninsula, leaving only
the small kingdom of Granada in Muslim hands.

With its Holy Roman Empire, regional monarchies, ecclesiastical principalities,
city-states, and new states founded on conquest, medieval Europe might seem to pre-
sent a chaotic and confusing political spectacle, particularly when compared with a land
such as China, reunified by centralized imperial rule. Moreover, European rulers rarely
sought to maintain the current state of affairs but, rather, campaigned constantly to
enlarge their holdings at the expense of their neighbors. As a result, the political his-
tory of medieval Europe was a complicated affair. Yet the regional states of the high
middle ages effectively tended to public affairs in limited regions. In doing so, they
fashioned alternatives to a centralized empire as a form of political organization.

Economic Growth and Social Development

As regional states provided increasingly effective political organization, medieval Eu-
rope experienced dramatic economic growth and social development. The economic
revival closely resembled the processes that in an earlier era had strengthened China,
India, and the Islamic world. Increased agricultural production, urbanization, manu-
facturing, and trade transformed Europe into a powerful society and drew it once again
into commercial relationships with distant lands.

The Italian city-state of Florence grew rapidly during the high middle ages. This portrait of the city concentrates 
on the space enclosed by walls completed in the early fourteenth century.
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Growth of the Agricultural Economy

As in China, India, and the Islamic world during the early postclassical era, a dramatic
increase in agricultural yields was the foundation of economic growth and social devel-
opment in medieval Europe. Several developments help to account for this increased
agricultural production: the opening of new lands to cultivation, improved agricultural
techniques, the use of new tools and technologies, and the introduction of new crops.

Beginning in the late tenth century, as local lords pacified their territories and put
an end to invasions, Europe began to experience population pressure. In response serfs
and monks cleared forests, drained swamps, and increased the amount of land devoted
to agriculture. At first some lords opposed those efforts, since they reduced the amount
of land available for game preserves, where nobles enjoyed hunting wild animals. Grad-
ually, however, the lords realized that expanding agricultural production would yield
higher taxes and increase their own wealth. By the early twelfth century, lords were en-
couraging the expansion of cultivation, and the process gathered momentum.

Meanwhile, reliance on improved methods of cultivation and better agricultural
technology led to significantly higher productivity. During the high middle ages, Eu-
ropean cultivators refined and improved their techniques in the interests of larger
yields. They experimented with new crops and with different cycles of crop rotation
to ensure the most abundant harvests possible without compromising the fertility of
the soil. They increased cultivation especially of beans, which not only provided di-
etary protein but also enriched the land because of their property of fixing nitrogen in
the soils where they grow. They kept more domestic animals, which not only served
as beasts of burden and sources of food but also enriched fields with their droppings.
They dug ponds in which they raised fish, which provided yet another dietary supple-
ment. By the thirteenth century, observation and experimentation with new crops
and new techniques had vastly increased understanding of agricultural affairs. News of
those discoveries circulated widely throughout Europe in books and treatises on
household economics and agricultural methods. Written in vernacular languages for
lay readers, these works helped to publicize innovations, which in turn led to increased
agricultural productivity.

During the high middle ages, European peoples expanded their use of water mills
and heavy plows, which had appeared during the early middle ages, and also intro-
duced new tools and technologies. Two simple items in particular—the horseshoe
and the horse collar—made it possible to increase sharply the amount of land that
cultivators could work. Horseshoes helped to prevent softened and split hooves on
horses that tramped through moist European soils. Horse collars placed the burden
of a heavy load on an animal’s chest and shoulders rather than its neck and enabled
horses to pull heavy plows without choking. Thus Europeans could hitch their plows
to horses rather than to slower oxen and bring more land under the plow.

Expansion of land under cultivation, improved methods of cultivation, and the
use of new tools and technologies combined to increase both the quantity and the
quality of food supplies. During the early middle ages, the European diet consisted al-
most entirely of grains and grain products such as gruel and bread. During the cen-
turies from 1000 to 1300, meat, dairy products, fish, vegetables, and legumes such as
beans and peas became much more prominent in the European diet, though without
displacing grains as staple foods. Spain, Italy, and other Mediterranean lands benefited
also from widespread cultivation of crops that had earlier been disseminated through
the Islamic world: hard durum wheat, rice, spinach, artichokes, eggplant, lemons,
limes, oranges, and melons all became prominent items in Mediterranean diets during
the high middle ages.

Expansion of 
Arable Land

Improved Agricultural
Techniques

New Tools and
Technologies

New Crops

ben06937.Ch20_508-537.qxd  8/9/07  3:35 PM  Page 516



C H A P T E R 2 0 | Western Europe during the High Middle Ages 517

As in other lands, increased agricultural productivity supported rapid population
growth in medieval Europe. In 800 C.E., during the Carolingian era, European pop-
ulation stood at about twenty-nine million. By 1000, when regional states had ended
invasions and restored order, it had edged up to thirty-six million. During the next
few centuries, as the agricultural economy expanded, population surged. By 1100 it
had reached forty-four million; by 1200 it had risen to fifty-eight million, an increase
of more than 30 percent within one century; and by 1300 it had grown an additional
36 percent, to seventy-nine million. During the fourteenth century, epidemic plague
severely reduced populations and disrupted economies in Europe as well as Asia and
north Africa—a development discussed in chapter 22. Between 1000 and 1300, how-
ever, rapid demographic growth helped stimulate a vigorous revival of towns and
trade in medieval Europe.

The Revival of Towns and Trade
With abundant supplies of food, European society was able to support large numbers
of urban residents—artisans, crafts workers, merchants, and professionals. Attracted by
urban opportunities, peasants and serfs from the countryside flocked to established
cities and founded new towns at strategically located sites. Cities founded during
Roman times, such as Paris, London, and Toledo, became thriving centers of govern-
ment and business, and new urban centers emerged from Venice in northern Italy to

Population Growth

Urbanization

Venice, home of Marco Polo and a legion of merchants, drew enormous prosperity from
trade. Street vendors, shopkeepers, and merchant ships figure prominently in this illustration
from a fourteenth-century manuscript.
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Bergen on the west coast 
of Norway. Northern Italy
and Flanders (the northwest-
ern part of modern Belgium) 
experienced especially strong
urbanization. For the first
time since the fall of the west-
ern Roman empire, cities be-
gan to play a major role in
European economic and so-
cial development.

The growth of towns and
cities brought about increas-
ing specialization of labor,
which in turn resulted in a
dramatic expansion of manu-
facturing and trade. Manu-
facturing concentrated espe-
cially on the production of
wool textiles. The cities of
Italy and Flanders in par-
ticular became lively centers
for the spinning, weaving,
and dyeing of wool. Trade 
in wool products helped to 
fuel economic development
throughout Europe. By the
twelfth century the counts 
of Champagne in northern
France sponsored fairs that
operated almost year-round
and that served as vast mar-
ketplaces where merchants
from all parts of Europe com-
pared and exchanged goods.

The revival of urban soci-
ety was most pronounced in Italy, which was geographically well situated to partici-
pate in the trade networks of the Mediterranean basin. During the tenth century the
cities of Amalfi and Venice served as ports for merchants engaged in trade with
Byzantine and Muslim partners in the eastern Mediterranean. During the next cen-
tury the commercial networks of the Mediterranean widened to embrace Genoa,
Pisa, Naples, and other Italian cities. Italian merchants exchanged salt, olive oil, wine,
wool fabrics, leather products, and glass for luxury goods such as gems, spices, silk,
and other goods from India, southeast Asia, and China that Muslim merchants
brought to eastern Mediterranean markets.

As trade expanded, Italian merchants established colonies in the major ports and
commercial centers of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. By the thirteenth century,
Venetian and Genoese merchants maintained large communities in Constantinople,
Alexandria, Cairo, Damascus, and the Black Sea ports of Tana, Caffa, and Trebizond.
Caffa was the first destination of the Venetian brothers Niccolò and Maffeo Polo when
they embarked on their commercial venture of 1260. Those trading posts enabled

Genoese bankers change money and check the accounts
of their clients in this fourteenth-century manuscript
illustration.

Textile Production

Mediterranean Trade
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Sources from the Past

Francesco Balducci Pegolotti on Trade between Europe and China

Francesco Balducci Pegolotti was an employee of a Florentine banking company. He traveled as far as London and
Cyprus on bank business. Although he probably did not travel to Asia, Pegolotti learned about conditions that long-
distance traders faced from many merchants who ventured far from home. About 1340 Pegolotti compiled their reports
into a book of information and advice for merchants traveling to China from the port of Tana (modern Rostov) on 
the Sea of Azov.

In the first place, you must let your beard grow long and
not shave. And at Tana you should furnish yourself with
a dragoman [guide and interpreter]. And you must not
try to save money in the matter of dragomen by taking a
bad one instead of a good one. For the additional wages
of the good one will not cost you so much as you will
save by having him. And besides the dragoman it will be
well to take at least two good men servants who are ac-
quainted with the [Turkish] Cumanian tongue. . . .

The road you travel from Tana to Cathay [China] is
perfectly safe, whether by day or by night, according to
what the merchants say who have used it. Only if the
merchant, in going or coming, should die upon the road,
everything belonging to him will become the perquisite
of the lord of the country in which he dies, and the offi-
cers of the lord will take possession of all. And in like
manner if he die in Cathay. But if his brother be with
him, or an intimate friend and comrade calling himself
his brother, then to him they will surrender the property
of the deceased, and so it will be rescued. . . .

Cathay is a province which contains a multitude of
cities and towns. Among others there is one in particu-
lar, that is to say the capital city, to which is great resort
of merchants, and in which there is a vast amount of
trade; and this city is called Khanbaliq. And the said city
hath a circuit of one hundred miles, and is all full of
people and houses and of dwellers in the said city.

You may calculate that a merchant with a dragoman
and two men servants and with goods to the value of
twenty-five thousand golden florins should spend on his
way to Cathay from sixty to eighty ingots of silver, and
not more if he manages well; and for all the road back
again from Cathay to Tana, including the expenses of

living and the pay of servants, and all other charges, the
cost will be about five ingots per head of pack animals,
or something less. And you may reckon the ingot to be
worth five golden florins. . . .

Anyone from Genoa or Venice wishing to go to the
places above named and to make the journey to Cathay
should carry linens with him, and if he visits Urgench
[in modern Uzbekistan] he will dispose of these well. In
Urgench he should purchase ingots of silver, and with
these he should proceed without making any further in-
vestment, unless it be some bales of the very finest stuffs
which go in small bulk, and cost no more for carriage
than coarser stuffs would do.

Whatever silver the merchants may carry with them
as far as Cathay the lord of Cathay will take from them
and put into his treasury. And to merchants who thus
bring silver they give that paper money of theirs in ex-
change. This is of yellow paper, stamped with the seal of
the lord aforesaid. And this money is called balishi; and
with this money you can readily buy silk and all other
merchandise that you have a desire to buy. And all the
people of the country are bound to receive it. And yet
you shall not pay a higher price for your goods because
your money is of paper. And of the said paper money
there are three kinds, one being worth more than an-
other, according to the value which has been established
for each by that lord.

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

On the basis of Pegolotti’s report, how could you char-
acterize the various commercial, financial, and economic
risks faced by European merchants traveling to China
and trading there?

SOURCE: Henry Yule and Henri Cordier, eds. Cathay and the Way Thither, 2nd ed., 4 vols. London: 
Hakluyt Society, 1913–16, 3:151–55. (Translation slightly modified.)
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them to deal with Muslim merchants engaged in the Indian Ocean and overland trade
with India, southeast Asia, and China. By the mid-thirteenth century the Polos and a
few other Italian merchants were beginning to venture beyond the eastern Mediter-
ranean region to central Asia, India, and China in search of commercial opportunities.

Although medieval trade was most active in the Mediterranean basin, a lively com-
merce grew up also in the northern seas. The Baltic Sea and the North Sea were sites
of a particularly well-developed trade network known as the Hanseatic League, or
more simply as the Hansa—an association of trading cities stretching from Novgorod
to London and embracing all the significant commercial centers of Poland, northern
Germany, and Scandinavia. The Hansa dominated trade in grain, fish, furs, timber,
and pitch from northern Europe. The fairs of Champagne and the Rhine, the Danube,
and other major European rivers linked the Hansa trade network with that of the
Mediterranean.
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As in postclassical China and the Islamic world, a rapidly increasing volume of trade
encouraged the development of credit, banking, and new forms of business orga-
nization in Europe. Bankers issued letters of credit to merchants traveling to distant
markets, thus freeing them from the risk and inconvenience of carrying cash or bul-
lion. Having arrived at their destinations, merchants exchanged their letters of credit
for merchandise or cash in the local currency. In the absence of credit and banking, it
would have been impossible for merchants to trade on a large scale.

Meanwhile, merchants devised new ways of spreading and pooling the risks of
commercial investments. They entered into partnerships with other merchants, and
they limited the liability of partners to the extent of their individual investments. The
limitation on individual liability encouraged the formation of commercial partner-
ships, thus further stimulating the European economy.

Social Change
Medieval social commentators frequently held that European society embraced three
estates or classes: “those who pray, those who fight, and those who work.” Those
who prayed were clergy of the Roman Catholic church. From lowly parish priests to
bishops, cardinals, and popes, the clergy constituted a spiritual estate owing its loy-
alty to the church rather than secular rulers. The fighters came from the ranks of no-
bles. They inherited their positions in society and received an education that
concentrated on equestrian skills and military arts. Finally, there were those who
worked—the vast majority of the population—who mostly cultivated land as peas-
ants dependent for protection on their lords, those who fought.

The formula dividing society neatly into three classes captures some important
truths about medieval Europe. It clearly reflects a society marked by political, social,
and economic inequality: although they did not necessarily lead lives of luxury, those
who prayed and those who fought enjoyed rights and honors denied to those who
worked. Though bound by secular law, for example, clerics were members of an inter-
national spiritual society before they were subjects of a lord, and if they became in-
volved in legal difficulties, they normally faced courts of law administered by the church
rather than secular rulers. For their part the nobles mostly lived off the surplus produc-
tion of dependent peasants and serfs.

Yet, though expressing some truths, the formula overlooks processes that brought
considerable change to medieval European society. Within the ranks of the nobles,
for example, an emphasis on chivalry and courtly behavior gradually introduced ex-
pectations of high ethical standards and refined manners that encouraged warriors to
become cultivated leaders of society. Chivalry was an informal but widely recognized
code of ethics and behavior considered appropriate for nobles. Church officials origi-
nally promoted the chivalric code in an effort to curb fighting within Christendom.
By the twelfth century the ritual by which a young man became initiated into the
nobility as a knight commonly called for the candidate to place his sword upon a
church altar and pledge his service to God. Thus, rather than seeking wealth and
power, the noble who observed the chivalric code would devote himself to the causes
of order, piety, and the Christian faith.

Aristocratic women found the chivalric code much to their liking, and they went to
some lengths to spread its values. Instead of emphasizing the code’s religious dimen-
sions, however, they promoted refined behavior and tender, respectful relations be-
tween the sexes. Reflections of their interests survive in the songs and poems of the
troubadours, a class of traveling poets, minstrels, and entertainers whom aristocratic
women enthusiastically patronized. The troubadours, who were most active in southern
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Troubadours
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France and northern Italy, drew inspiration from a long tradition of love poetry pro-
duced in nearby Muslim Spain. Many troubadours visited the expanding Christian king-
doms of Spain, where they heard love poems and songs from servants, slaves, and
musicians of Muslim ancestry. Enchanted by that refined literature, they began to pro-
duce similar verses for their own aristocratic patrons.

During the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries, troubadours traveled from one
aristocratic court to another, where noblewomen rewarded them for singing songs
and reciting verses that celebrated passionate love between a man and a woman.
Troubadours flocked especially to Poitiers, where Eleanor of Aquitaine (1122–1204)
liberally supported romantic poets and entertainers. Eleanor was the most celebrated
woman of her day, and she used her influence to encourage the cultivation of good
manners, refinement, and romantic love. The troubadours’ performances did not in-
stantly transform rough warriors into polished courtiers. Over the long term, how-
ever, the code of chivalry and the romantic poetry and song presented at aristocratic
courts gradually softened the manners of the nobility.

Social change also touched those who worked. By the twelfth century the ranks
of workers included not only peasants but also increasing numbers of merchants, ar-
tisans, crafts workers, and professionals such as physicians and lawyers, who filled the
growing towns of medieval Europe. The expansion of the urban working population
promoted the development of towns and cities as jurisdictions that fit awkwardly in
the framework of the medieval political order. Because of their military power, lords
could dominate small towns and tax their wealth. As towns grew larger, however,
urban populations were increasingly able to resist the demands of nobles and guide
their own affairs. By the late eleventh century, inhabitants of prosperous towns were
demanding that local lords grant them charters of incorporation that exempted them
from political regulation, allowed them to manage their own affairs, and abolished
taxes and tolls on commerce within the urban district. Sometimes groups of cities or-
ganized leagues to advance their commercial interests, as in the case of the Hansa, or
to protect themselves against the encroachments of political authorities.

The cities of medieval Europe were by no means egalitarian societies: cities at-
tracted noble migrants as well as peasants and serfs, and urban nobles often domi-
nated city affairs. Yet medieval towns and cities also reflected the interests and
contributions of the working classes. Merchants and workers in all the arts, crafts,
and trades organized guilds that regulated the production and sale of goods within
their jurisdictions. By the thirteenth century the guilds had come to control much of
the urban economy of medieval Europe. They established standards of quality for
manufactured goods, sometimes even requiring members to adopt specific tech-
niques of production, and they determined the prices at which members had to sell
their products. In an effort to maintain a balance between supply and demand—and
to protect their members’ interests—they also regulated the entry of new workers
into their groups.

Guilds had social as well as economic significance. They provided a focus for friend-
ship and mutual support in addition to work. Guild members regularly socialized with
one another, and prosperous guilds often built large halls where members held meet-
ings, banquets, and sometimes boisterous drinking parties. Guilds often came to the
aid of members and their families by providing financial and moral support for those
who fell ill. They also arranged funeral services for their deceased and provided support
for survivors. Quite apart from regulating work, then, guilds constituted a kind of social
infrastructure that made it possible for medieval cities to function.

Women who lived in the countryside continued to perform the same kinds of tasks
that their ancestors tended to in the early middle ages: household chores, weaving, and
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the care of domestic animals. But medieval towns and
cities offered fresh opportunities for women as well as
for men. In the patriarchal society of medieval Europe,
few routes to public authority were open to women,
but in the larger towns and cities women worked along-
side men as butchers, brewers, bakers, candle makers,
fishmongers, shoemakers, gemsmiths, innkeepers, laun-
derers, money changers, merchants, and occasionally
physicians and pharmacists. Women dominated some oc-
cupations, particularly those involving textiles and deco-
rative arts, such as sewing, spinning, weaving, and the
making of hats, wigs, and fur garments.

Most guilds admitted women into their ranks, and
some guilds had exclusively female memberships. In
thirteenth-century Paris, for example, there were ap-
proximately one hundred guilds. Six of them admitted
only women, but eighty others included women as well
as men among their members. The increasing promi-
nence of women in European society illustrates the sig-
nificance of towns and cities as agents of social change
in medieval Europe.

European Christianity 
during the High Middle Ages

Roman Catholic Christianity guided European thought on religious, moral, and eth-
ical matters. Representatives of the Roman church administered the rituals associated
with birth, marriage, and death. Most of the art, literature, and music of the high
middle ages drew inspiration from Christian doctrines and stories. Just as mosques
and minarets defined the skylines of Muslim cities, the spires of churches and cathe-
drals dominated the landscape of medieval Europe, testifying visually to the impor-
tance of religion and the pervasive presence of the Roman Catholic church.

Western Christianity changed in several ways between 1000 and 1300. As the
Roman Catholic church developed an identity distinct from the Eastern Orthodox
church, western theologians became reacquainted with the works of Aristotle—
mostly unknown to European scholars of the early middle ages—and they produced
an impressive synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy and Christian values. Meanwhile,
lay classes elaborated a rich tradition of popular religion. Some popular religious
movements posed challenges to Roman Catholicism by advocating theological and
institutional changes that would have thoroughly transformed the established church.
For the most part, however, popular religion remained within the bounds of Roman
Catholic orthodoxy and represented an effort to express Christianity in terms mean-
ingful to the laity of medieval Europe.

Schools, Universities, and Scholastic Theology
During the early middle ages, European society was not stable and wealthy enough to
support institutions of advanced education. Monasteries sometimes maintained schools
that provided a rudimentary education, and political leaders occasionally supported
scholars who lived at their courts, but very few schools offered formal education 

Women were prominent in the markets of medieval
Europe and sometimes worked as bankers or tailors, 
as in this manuscript illustration.
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beyond an elementary level.
In the absence of a widely ob-
served curriculum or course
of study, early medieval schol-
ars drew their inspiration from
the Bible and from major
spokesmen of the early Chris-
tian church such as St. Au-
gustine of Hippo.

During the high middle
ages, economic development
sharply increased the wealth
of Europe and made more
resources available for educa-
tion. Meanwhile, an increas-
ingly complex society created
a demand for educated indi-
viduals who could deal with
complicated political, legal,
and theological issues. Be-
ginning in the early eleventh

century, bishops and archbishops in France and northern Italy organized schools in
their cathedrals and invited well-known scholars to serve as master teachers. Schools in
the cathedrals of Paris, Chartres, and Bologna in particular attracted students from all
parts of Europe.

By the twelfth century the cathedral schools had established formal curricula based
on writings in Latin, the official language of the Roman Catholic church. Instruction
concentrated on the liberal arts, especially literature and philosophy. Students read the
Bible and the writings of the church fathers, such as St. Augustine, St. Jerome, and St.
Ambrose, as well as classical Latin literature and the few works of Plato and Aristotle
that were available in Latin translation. Some cathedral schools also offered advanced
instruction in law, medicine, and theology.

About the mid-twelfth century, students and teachers organized academic guilds
and persuaded political authorities to grant charters guaranteeing their rights. Student
guilds demanded fair treatment for students from townspeople, who sometimes
charged excessive rates for room and board, and called on their teachers to provide rig-
orous, high-quality instruction. Faculty guilds sought to vest teachers with the right to
bestow academic degrees, which served as licenses to teach in other cities, and to con-
trol the curriculum in their institutions. These guilds had the effect of transforming
cathedral schools into universities. The first universities were those of Bologna, Paris,
and Salerno—noted for instruction in law, theology, and medicine, respectively—but
by the late thirteenth century, universities had appeared also in Rome, Naples, Seville,
Salamanca, Oxford, Cambridge, and other cities throughout Europe.

The evolution of the university coincided with the rediscovery of the works of
Aristotle. European scholars of the early middle ages knew only a few of Aristotle’s
minor works that were available in Latin translation. Byzantine scholars knew Aris-
totle in the original Greek, but they rarely had any dealings with their Roman
Catholic counterparts. During the high middle ages, as commerce and communica-
tion increased between Byzantine Orthodox and Roman Catholic Christians, west-
ern Europeans learned about Artistotle’s thought and obtained Latin translations
from Byzantine philosophers. Western European scholars learned about Aristotle

A manuscript illustration depicts a professor, at top left,
lecturing in a medieval German university. About half the
students listen and take notes diligently, while the others
catch up on their sleep or chat with friends.
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also through Muslim philosophers who appreciated the power of his thought and
had most of his works translated into Arabic. Christian and Jewish scholars in Sicily
and Spain became aware of those Arabic translations, which they retranslated into
Latin. Although the resulting works had their flaws—since they filtered Aristotle’s
original Greek through both Arabic and Latin—they made Aristotle’s thought acces-
sible to European Christian scholars.

During the thirteenth century, understanding of Aristotle’s thought and Latin
translations of his works spread throughout Europe, and they profoundly influenced
almost all branches of thought. The most notable result was the emergence of scholas-
tic theology, which sought to synthesize the beliefs and values of Christianity with the
logical rigor of Greek philosophy. The most famous of the scholastic theologians was
St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), who spent most of his career teaching at the Uni-
versity of Paris. While holding fervently to his Christian convictions, St. Thomas be-
lieved that Aristotle had understood and explained the workings of the world better
than any other thinker of any era. St. Thomas saw no contradiction between Aristotle
and Christian revelation but, rather, viewed them as complementary authorities: Aris-
totle provided the most powerful analysis of the world according to human reason and
Christianity explained the world and human life as the results of a divine plan. By com-
bining Aristotle’s rational power with the teachings of Christianity, St. Thomas ex-
pected to formulate the most truthful and persuasive system of thought possible.

In St. Thomas’s view, for example, belief in the existence of God did not depend
exclusively on an individual’s faith. By drawing on Aristotle, St. Thomas believed, it
was possible to prove rationally that God exists. Aristotle himself never recognized a
personal deity such as the Jewish and Christian God, but he argued that a conscious
agent had set the world in motion. St. Thomas borrowed Aristotle’s arguments and
identified the conscious agent with the Jewish and Christian God, who outlined his
plan for the world in the Hebrew scriptures and the Christian New Testament. Thus,
as expressed in the thought of St. Thomas Aquinas, scholastic theology represented
the harmonization of Aristotle with Christianity and the synthesis of reason and faith.
Like the neo-Confucianism of Zhu Xi or the Islamic philosophy of Ibn Rushd,
scholastic theology reinterpreted inherited beliefs in light of the most advanced
knowledge of the time.

Popular Religion
St. Thomas and the other scholastic theologians addressed a sophisticated, intellec-
tual elite, not the common people of medieval Europe. The popular masses neither
knew nor cared much about Aristotle. For their purposes, Christianity was important
primarily as a set of beliefs and rituals that gave meaning to individual lives and that
bound them together into coherent communities. Thus formal doctrine and theol-
ogy did not appeal to popular audiences as much as the ceremonies and observances
that involved individuals in the life of a larger community.

Popular piety generally entailed observance of the sacraments and devotion to the
saints recognized by the Roman Catholic church. Sacraments are holy rituals that bring
spiritual blessings on the observants. The church recognized seven sacraments, includ-
ing baptism, matrimony, penance, and the Eucharist. By far the most popular was the
Eucharist, during which priests offered a ritual meal commemorating Jesus’ last meal
with his disciples before his trial and execution by Roman authorities. Because the
sacrament kept individuals in good standing with the church, conscientious believers
observed it weekly, and the especially devout on a daily basis. In addition to preparing
individuals for salvation and symbolizing their membership in a holy community, the

Scholasticism: 
St. Thomas Aquinas

Sacraments
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Eucharist had mundane uses:
popular beliefs held that the
sacrament would protect in-
dividuals from sudden death
and advance their worldly 
interests.

Popular religion also took
the form of devotion to the
saints. According to church
teachings, saints were human
beings who had led such ex-
emplary lives that God held
them in special esteem. As a
result, they enjoyed special
influence with heavenly au-
thorities and were able to 
intervene on behalf of indi-
viduals living in the world.
Medieval Europeans con-
stantly prayed for saints to
look after their spiritual inter-
ests and to ensure their ad-
mission to heaven. Often they
also invoked the aid of saints
who had reputations for help-
ing living people as well as
souls of the dead. Tradition
held that certain saints could
cure diseases, relieve tooth-
aches, and guide sailors through
storms to a port.

During the high middle
ages, the most popular saint
was always the Virgin Mary,
mother of Jesus, who per-
sonified the Christian ideal
of womanhood, love, and

sympathy, and who reportedly lavished aid on her devotees. According to a widely
circulated story, the Virgin once even spared a criminal from hanging when he called
upon her name. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Europeans dedicated
hundreds of churches and cathedrals to the Virgin, among them the splendid cathe-
dral of Notre Dame (“Our Lady”) of Paris.

Medieval Europeans went to great lengths to express their adoration of the Virgin
and other saints through veneration of their relics and physical remains, widely be-
lieved to retain the powers associated with those holy individuals. Churches assem-
bled vast collections of relics, such as clothes, locks of hair, teeth, and bones of famous
saints. Especially esteemed were relics associated with Jesus or the Virgin, such as the
crown of thorns that Jesus reportedly wore during his crucifixion or drops of the Vir-
gin’s milk miraculously preserved in a vial. The practice of assembling relics clearly
opened the door to fraud, but medieval Europeans avidly continued to admire and
venerate saints’ relics.

The Virgin Mary was a popular subject for devout
medieval artists. Here a fourteenth-century stained glass
window from the Notre Dame Cathedral in Evreux,
France, represents the Virgin holding the infant Jesus in
the company of an admirer.
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Some collections of relics became famous well beyond their own regions. Like Mus-
lims making the hajj, pilgrims trekked long distances to honor the saints the relics rep-
resented. Throughout the high middle ages, streams of pilgrims visited two European
cities in particular—Rome in Italy and Compostela in Spain—and some ventured even
farther to Jerusalem and the holy land of Christian origins. Rome was the spiritual cen-
ter of western Christian society: apart from the popes and the central administration of
the Roman Catholic church, the relics of St. Peter and St. Paul, the two most promi-
nent apostles of early Christianity, rested in the churches of Rome. Compostela stood
on the very periphery of Christian society, in a remote corner of northwestern Spain.
Yet the relics of St. James preserved in the cathedral of Santiago de Compostela exer-
cised a powerful attraction for the pious, who made Compostela the second-most pop-
ular pilgrimage destination of medieval Europe. Some devoted pilgrims also visited
Jerusalem and the sites associated with the origins of Christianity: spiritual as well as
commercial interests called Europeans into the larger world.

The making of pilgrimages became so common during the high middle ages that
a travel industry emerged to serve the needs of pilgrims. Inns dotted the routes lead-
ing to popular churches and shrines, and guides shepherded groups of pilgrims to re-
ligious sites and explained their significance. There were even guidebooks that pointed
out the major attractions along pilgrims’ routes and warned them of difficult terrain
and unscrupulous scoundrels who took advantage of visitors.

Reform Movements and Popular Heresies
Although veneration of the saints and the making of pilgrimages indicated a deep
reservoir of piety, popular religion also reflected the social and economic develop-
ment of medieval Europe. As Europe’s wealth increased, several groups of particu-
larly devout individuals feared that European society was becoming excessively
materialistic. Even the Roman Catholic church seemed tainted by materialism. Bene-
dictine monasteries, in which monks originally observed the virtues of poverty,
chastity, and obedience, had in many cases become comfortable retreats where privi-
leged individuals led leisurely lives. Meanwhile, the central administration of the
Roman church expanded dramatically as lawyers and bureaucrats ran the church’s af-
fairs and sought ways to swell its treasury.

The devout responded to this state of affairs in several ways. Working within the
Roman church, some individuals organized movements designed to champion spiritual
over materialistic values. Most prominent of them were St. Dominic (1170–1221) and
St. Francis (1182–1226). During the thirteenth century St. Dominic and St. Francis
founded orders of mendicants (beggars), known as the Dominican and Franciscan fri-
ars, who would have no personal possessions and would have to beg for their food and
other needs from audiences to whom they preached. Mendicants were especially active
in towns and cities, where they addressed throngs of recently arrived migrants whose
numbers were so large that existing urban churches and clergy could not serve them
well. The Dominicans and the Franciscans also worked zealously to combat heterodox
movements and to persuade heretics to return to the Roman Catholic church.

Whereas the Dominicans and the Franciscans worked within the church, others re-
jected the Roman Catholic church altogether and organized alternative religious move-
ments. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in particular, several popular
movements protested the increasing materialism of European society. The Walden-
sians, who were most active in southern France and northern Italy, despised the Roman
Catholic clergy as immoral and corrupt, and they advocated modest and simple lives.
They asserted the right of the laity to preach and administer sacraments—functions
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Sources from the Past

Thomas of Celano on St. Francis of Assisi

Thomas of Celano was an early disciple of St. Francis. He joined the Franciscan Order about 1215, and in 1228, at 
the request of Pope Gregory IX, he composed a biography of St. Francis. His account emphasizes the transformation of 
St. Francis from a spoiled rich brat to a man of deep spirituality who made special efforts to help the poor.

In the city of Assisi, which lies at the edge of the Spoleto
valley, there was a man by the name of Francis, who from
his earliest years was brought up by his parents proud of
spirit, in accordance with the vanity of the world; and
imitating their wretched life and habits for a long time,
he became even more vain and proud. . . .

These are the wretched circumstances among which
the man whom we venerate today as a saint, for he truly
is a saint, lived in his youth; and almost up to the twenty-
fifth year of his age, he squandered and wasted his time
miserably. Indeed, he outdid all his contemporaries in
vanities and he came to be a promoter of evil and was
more abundantly zealous for all kinds of foolishness. He
was the admiration of all and strove to outdo the rest in
the pomp of vainglory, in jokes, in strange doings, in idle
and useless talk, in songs, in soft and flowing garments,
for he was very rich, not however avaricious but prodi-
gal, not a hoarder of money but a squanderer of his pos-
session, a cautious business man but a very unreliable
steward. On the other hand, he was a very kindly per-
son, easy and affable, even making himself foolish be-
cause of it; for because of these qualities many ran after
him, doers of evil and promoters of crime. . . .

[After his conversion] his greatest concern was to be
free from everything of this world, lest the serenity of his
mind be disturbed even for an hour by the taint of any-
thing that was mere dust. He made himself insensible to
all external noise, and bridling his external senses with all
his strength and repressing the movements of his nature,
he occupied himself with God alone. . . . He therefore
frequently chose solitary places so that he could direct
his mind completely to God; yet he was not slothful
about entering into the affairs of his neighbors, when he
saw the time was opportune, and he willingly took care
of things pertaining to their salvation. For his safest haven
was prayer; not prayer of a single moment, or idle or pre-

sumptuous prayer, but prayer of long duration, full of
devotion, serene in humility. If he began late, he would
scarcely finish before morning. Walking, sitting, eating,
or drinking, he was always intent upon prayer. . . .

The father of the poor, the poor Francis, conform-
ing himself to the poor in all things, was grieved when
he saw some one poorer than himself, not because he
longed for vainglory, but only from a feeling of compas-
sion. And, though he was content with a tunic that was
quite poor and rough, he very frequently longed to di-
vide it with some poor person. But that this very rich
poor man, drawn on by a great feeling of affection,
might be able to help the poor in some way, he would
ask the rich of this world, when the weather was cold, to
give him a mantle or some furs. And when, out of devo-
tion, they willingly did what the most blessed father
asked of them, he would say to them: “I will accept this
from you with the understanding that you do not ex-
pect ever to have it back again.” And when he met the
first poor man, he would clothe him with what he had
received with joy and gladness. He bore it very ill if he
saw a poor person reproached or if he heard a curse
hurled upon any creature by anyone. . . .

For, he was accustomed to say: “Who curses a poor
man does an injury to Christ, whose noble image he
wears, the image of him who made himself poor for us
in this world.” Frequently, therefore, when he found the
poor burdened down with wood or other things, he of-
fered his own shoulders to help them, though his shoul-
ders were very weak.

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

In what ways did St. Francis’s life experiences—his dis-
solute youth and his later concern for the poor—reflect
the social and economic conditions of medieval Europe?

SOURCE: Marion A. Habig, ed. St. Francis of Assisi’s Writings and Early Biographies: English Omnibus Sources 
for the Life of St. Francis. Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1972, pp. 229–31, 288–92.
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that the church reserved ex-
clusively for priests—and they
did not hesitate to criticize
the church on the basis of
biblical teachings. Although
church authorities declared
them heretical, the Walden-
sians continued to attract en-
thusiastic participants: a few
Waldensians survive even
today.

The Cathars, sometimes
called Albigensians, went even
further than the Waldensians.
As Europeans participated
more actively in long-distance
trade networks, they encoun-
tered ideas popular in the 
Byzantine empire and else-
where in the Mediterranean
basin. Most active in south-
ern France and northern Italy,
the Cathars adopted the
teachings of heretical groups
in eastern Europe, such as
the Bogomils, who viewed
the world as the site of an un-
relenting, cosmic struggle be-
tween the forces of good and
evil. They considered the ma-
terial world evil and advo-
cated an ascetic, pure, spiri-
tual existence. Those who
sought spiritual perfection re-
nounced wealth and marriage and adopted a strict vegetarian diet. They also rejected
the Roman Catholic church, which they considered hopelessly corrupt, along with
its priests and sacraments.

Their teachings and rapidly growing numbers posed such a direct challenge to
the Roman Catholic church that Pope Innocent III called for a military campaign to
destroy the Cathars. During the early thirteenth century, warriors from northern
France undertook the so-called Albigensian crusade, which ruthlessly crushed Cathar
communities in southern France. Although a few Cathars survived in remote regions,
by the fifteenth century they had almost entirely disappeared.

The Medieval Expansion of Europe

During the high middle ages, the relationship between western European peoples and
their neighbors underwent dramatic change. Powerful states, economic expansion, and
demographic growth all strengthened European society, and church officials encouraged

St. Francis of Assisi was the son of a wealthy merchant 
in central Italy, but he abandoned the comforts that he
inherited and pledged himself to a life of poverty and
preaching. Stories represented in this fresco from the
basilica of St. Francis at Assisi report that he preached to
the birds and encouraged them to sing in praise of God.

The Cathars
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the colonization of pagan and Muslim lands as a way to extend the influence of Roman
Catholic Christianity. Beginning about the mid-eleventh century, Europeans embarked
on expansive ventures on several fronts: Atlantic, Baltic, and Mediterranean. Scandina-
vian seafarers ventured into the Atlantic Ocean, establishing colonies in Iceland, Green-
land, and even for a short time North America. In the Baltic region Europeans conquered
and introduced Christianity to Prussia, Livonia, Lithuania, and Finland. In the Mediter-
ranean basin Europeans recaptured Spain and the Mediterranean islands that Muslims
had conquered between the eighth and tenth centuries. Finally, knights from all over Eu-
rope mounted enormous campaigns designed to seize the holy land of Palestine from
Muslims and place it under Christian authority. As military ventures, the crusades
achieved limited success, since they brought the holy land into Christian hands only tem-
porarily. Nevertheless, the crusades signaled clearly that Europeans were beginning to
play a much larger role in the affairs of the eastern hemisphere than they had during the
early middle ages.
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Atlantic and Baltic Colonization
When regional states began to emerge and protect western Europe from Viking raids
during the ninth and tenth centuries, Scandinavian seafarers turned their attention to
the islands of the North Atlantic Ocean. They occupied Iceland beginning in the late
ninth century, and at the end of the tenth century a party led by Eric the Red discov-
ered Greenland and established a small colony there. About 1000 C.E. his son Leif
Ericsson led another exploratory party south and west of Greenland, arriving eventu-
ally at modern Newfoundland in Canada. There the party found plentiful supplies of
fish and timber. Because of the wild grapes growing in the region, Leif called it Vin-
land. During the years following Leif ’s voyage, Greenlanders made several efforts to
establish permanent colonies in Vinland.

Since the 1960s, archaeologists in northern Newfoundland have uncovered Scan-
dinavian tools and building foundations dating to the early eleventh century. From this
evidence and the stories of maritime ventures preserved in Scandinavian sagas, it is
clear that the Greenlanders founded a colony in Newfoundland and maintained it for
several decades. Ultimately they left Vinland—or died there—since they did not have
the resources to sustain a settlement over the stormy seas of the North Atlantic Ocean.
Nonetheless, the establishment of even a short-lived colony indicated a growing capac-
ity of Europeans to venture into the larger world.

While Scandinavians explored the North Atlantic, the Roman Catholic church
drew Scandinavia itself into the community of Christian Europe. The kings of Den-
mark and Norway converted to Christianity in the tenth century. Conversion of their
subjects came gradually and with considerable resistance, since most held tightly to
their inherited traditions. Yet royal support for the Roman Catholic church ensured
that Christianity would have a place in Danish and Norwegian societies. In 999 or
1000 the Norwegian colony in Iceland also formally adopted Christianity. Between
the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, Sweden and Finland followed their neighbors
into the Christian faith.

In the Baltic lands of Prussia, Livonia, and Lithuania, Christian authority arrived in
the wake of military conquest. During the era of crusades, zealous Christians formed a
series of hybrid, military-religious orders. The most prominent were the Templars,
Hospitallers, and Teutonic Knights, who not only took religious vows but also pledged
to devote their lives and efforts to the struggle against Muslims and pagans. The Teu-
tonic Knights were most active in the Baltic region, where they waged military cam-
paigns against the pagan Slavic peoples during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
Aided by German missionaries, the Knights founded churches and monasteries in the
territories they subdued. By the late thirteenth century, the Roman Catholic church
had established its presence throughout the Baltic region, which progressively became
absorbed into the larger society of Christian Europe.

The Reconquest of Sicily and Spain
The boundaries of Christian Europe also expanded in the Mediterranean basin. There
Europeans came into conflict with Muslims, whose ancestors had conquered the
major Mediterranean islands and most of the Iberian peninsula between the eighth
and tenth centuries. As their society became stronger, Europeans undertook to re-
conquer those territories and reintegrate them into Christian society.

Most important of the islands was Sicily, which Muslims had conquered in the
ninth century. During the eleventh century, Norman warriors returned Sicily to
Christian hands. The Norman adventurer Robert Guiscard carved out a state for
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Christianity 
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Crusading Orders 
and Baltic Expansion

The Reconquest 
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himself in southern Italy while his brother Roger undertook the conquest of Sicily.
By 1090, after almost twenty years of conflict, Roger had established his authority
throughout the island. Missionaries and clergy soon appeared and reintroduced
Roman Catholic Christianity to Sicily. Islam did not disappear immediately: Muslims
continued to practice their faith privately, and Muslim scholars in Sicily introduced
their Christian counterparts to the Arabic translations of Aristotle that inspired the
scholastic philosophers. Over the longer term, however, as Muslims either left Sicily
or converted to Christianity, Islam gradually disappeared from the island.

The reconquest of Spain—known as the reconquista—took a much longer time
than did the recapture of Sicily. Following the Muslim invasion and conquest of the
early eighth century, the caliphate of Córdoba ruled almost all of the Iberian penin-
sula. A small Christian state survived in Catalonia in the far northeast, and the king-
dom of León resisted Muslim advances in the far northwest. The process of
reconquista began in the 1060s from those Christian toeholds. By 1085 Christian
forces had pushed as far south as Toledo, and by 1150 they had recaptured Lisbon
and established their authority over half of the peninsula. Their successes lured re-
inforcements from France and England, and in the first half of the thirteenth century
a new round of campaigns brought most of Iberia as well as the Balearic Islands into
Christian hands. Only the kingdom of Granada in the far south of the peninsula re-
mained Muslim. It survived as an outpost of Islam until 1492, when Christian forces
mounted a campaign that conquered Granada and completed the reconquista.

The political, economic, and demographic strength of Christian Europe helps to ex-
plain the reconquests of Sicily and Spain as military ventures. Especially in the case of
Spain, however, it is clear that religious concerns also helped to drive the reconquista.
The popes and other leading clergy of the Roman Catholic church regarded Islam as an
affront to Christianity, and they enthusiastically encouraged campaigns against the Mus-
lims. When reconquered territories fell into Christian hands, church officials immedi-
ately established bishoprics and asserted Christian authority. They also organized
campaigns to convert local populations. Dominican friars were especially active in Spain.
They appealed to learned audiences by explaining Christianity in the terms of scholastic
theology and arguments derived from Aristotle, whom Muslim intellectuals held in high
esteem. When addressing popular audiences, they simply outlined the basic teachings of
Christianity and urged their listeners to convert. With the establishment of Christian
rule, the Roman Catholic church began to displace Islam in conquered Spain.

The Crusades
The term crusade refers to a holy war. It derives from the Latin word crux, meaning
“cross,” the device on which Roman authorities had executed Jesus. When a pope de-
clared a crusade, warriors would “take up the cross” as a symbol of their faith, sew strips
of cloth in the form of a cross on the backs of their garments, and venture forth to fight
on behalf of Christianity. The wars that Christians fought against pagans in the Baltic
and Muslims in the Mediterranean were crusades in this sense of the term, as was the
campaign waged by Roman Catholic Christians against Cathar heretics in southern
France. In popular usage, though, crusades generally refers to the huge expeditions that
Roman Catholic Christians mounted in an effort to recapture Palestine, the land of
Christian origins, and the holy city of Jerusalem from Muslim authorities.

Pope Urban II launched the crusades in 1095. While meeting with bishops at the
Council of Clermont, he called for Christian knights to take up arms and seize the holy
land, promising salvation for those who fell during the campaign. The response to
Urban’s appeal was immediate and enthusiastic. A zealous preacher named Peter the

reconquista (ray-kohn-
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The Reconquista 
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Hermit traveled throughout
France, Germany, and the
Low Countries whipping up
support among popular au-
diences. Within a year of
Pope Urban’s call, the Her-
mit had organized a ragtag
army of poor knights and 
enthusiastic peasants—includ-
ing women as well as men—
and set out for Palestine
without proper training, dis-
cipline, weapons, supplies, or
plans. Not surprisingly, the
campaign was a disaster: par-
ticipants fought not only
with Greeks and Turks they
met on the road to Palestine
but also among themselves.
Many members of Peter’s
band died in those conflicts,
and Turkish forces captured
others and forced them into
slavery. Few made it beyond
Anatolia or back to Europe.
Yet the campaign indicated the high level of interest that the crusading idea generated
among the European public.

Shortly after Peter’s ill-fated venture, French and Norman nobles organized a more
respectable military expedition to the holy land. In late 1096 the crusading armies
began the long trek to Palestine. In 1097 and 1098 they captured Edessa, Antioch,
and other strategic sites. In 1099 Jerusalem fell to the crusaders, who then proceeded
to extend their conquests and carve conquered territories into Christian states.

Although the crusaders did not realize it, hindsight shows that their quick victo-
ries came largely because of division and disarray in the ranks of their Muslim foes.
The crusaders’ successes, however, encouraged Turks, Egyptians, and other Muslims
to settle their differences, at least temporarily, in the interests of expelling European
Christians from the eastern Mediterranean. By the mid-twelfth century the crusader
communities had come under tremendous pressure. The crusader state of Edessa fell
to Turks in 1144, and the Muslim leader Salah al-Din, known to Europeans as Sal-
adin, recaptured Jerusalem in 1187. Crusaders maintained several of their enclaves for
another century, but Saladin’s victories sealed the fate of Christian forces in the eastern
Mediterranean.

Europeans did not immediately concede Palestine to the Muslims. By the mid-
thirteenth century they had launched five major crusades, but none of the later ven-
tures succeeded in reestablishing a Christian presence in Palestine. The fourth crusade
(1202–1204) went badly astray. Venetian authorities contracted with military leaders
to supply enough ships to transport some thirty thousand crusaders to Palestine. When
crusaders could not come up with sufficient funds, Venetians persuaded them to pro-
vide military services in exchange for transport. Venetians directed the crusaders first to
conquer the Italian port city of Zara, a commercial rival of Venice, and later to go after
even bigger game by attacking Constantinople, the most important commercial center

The crusades involved brutal conflict and atrocities from
all sides. In this twelfth-century manuscript illustration,
crusaders lob severed enemy heads at Muslims defending
a fortress.

The First Crusade

Later Crusades
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of the eastern Mediter-
ranean region. In fact, the
fourth crusade never made
it to Palestine. The ignoble
venture ended after the cru-
saders conquered Constan-
tinople, subjected the city to
a ruthless sack, and installed
a Roman Catholic regime
that survived until 1261.
The Byzantine empire never
fully recovered from this
blow and lumbered along in
serious decline until Otto-
man Turks toppled it in
1453. Even though the later
crusades failed in their prin-
cipal objective, the crusad-

ing idea inspired European dreams of conquest in the eastern Mediterranean until
the late sixteenth century.

As holy wars intended to reestablish Roman Catholic Christianity in the eastern
Mediterranean basin, the crusades were wars of military and political expansion. Yet in
the long run, the crusades were much more important for their social, economic, com-
mercial, and cultural consequences. Even as European armies built crusader states in
Palestine and Syria, European scholars and missionaries dealt with Muslim philoso-
phers and theologians, and European merchants traded eagerly with their Muslim
counterparts. The result was a large-scale exchange of ideas, technologies, and trade
goods that profoundly influenced European development. Through their sojourns in
Palestine and their regular dealings with Muslims throughout the Mediterranean basin,
European Christians became acquainted with the works of Aristotle, Islamic science
and astronomy, “Arabic” numerals (which Muslims had borrowed from India), and
techniques of paper production (which Muslims had learned from China). They also
learned to appreciate new food and agricultural products such as spices, granulated
sugar, coffee, and dates as well as trade goods such as silk products, cotton textiles, car-
pets, and tapestries.

In the early days of the crusades, Europeans had little to exchange for those products
other than rough, wool textiles, furs, and timber. During the crusading era, however,
demand for the new commodities increased throughout western Europe as large num-
bers of people developed a taste for goods previously available only to wealthy elites.
Seeking to meet the rising demand for luxury goods, Italian merchants developed new
products and marketed them in commercial centers and port cities such as Constan-
tinople, Alexandria, Cairo, Damascus, Tana, Caffa, and Trebizond. Thus Niccolò, Maf-
feo, and Marco Polo traded in gems and jewelry, and other merchants marketed fine
woolen textiles or glassware. By the thirteenth century, large numbers of Italian mer-
chants had begun to travel well beyond Egypt, Palestine, and Syria to avoid Muslim in-
termediaries and to deal directly with the producers of silks and spices in India, China,
and southeast Asia. Thus, although the crusades largely failed as military ventures, they
encouraged the reintegration of western Europe into the larger economy of the east-
ern hemisphere.

A fourteenth-century manuscript illustration depicts
Muslims burning captured crusaders at the stake.

Consequences 
of the Crusades
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F rom 1000 to 1300 western Europe underwent thorough political and economic re-

organization. Building on foundations laid during the early middle ages, political lead-

ers founded a series of independent regional states. Despite the establishment of the Holy

Roman Empire, they did not revive central imperial authority in western Europe. Regional

states maintained good order and fostered rapid economic growth. Agricultural improve-

ments brought increased food supplies, which encouraged urbanization, manufacturing,

and trade. By the thirteenth century, European peoples traded actively throughout the

Mediterranean, Baltic, and North Sea regions, and a few plucky merchants even ventured

as far away as China in search of commercial opportunities. In the high middle ages, as in

the early middle ages, Roman Catholic Christianity was the cultural foundation of Euro-

pean society. The church prospered during the high middle ages, and advanced edu-

cational institutions such as cathedral schools and universities reinforced the influence of

Roman Catholic Christianity throughout Europe. Christianity even played a role in Euro-

pean political and military expansion, since church officials encouraged crusaders to con-

quer pagan and Muslim peoples in Baltic and Mediterranean lands. Thus between 1000

and 1300, western European peoples strengthened their own society and began in vari-

ous ways to interact regularly with their counterparts in other regions of the eastern

hemisphere.
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