
The Birth of Europe as a New Culture

400-900

Frame of Reference 400-900

 I.  German Ascendancy in the West: 300-600 
Localism, De-Urbanization and Economic Decline.

 A.  Between 300 and 600 the empire in the West 
ended.

 B.  Damage and destruction until the Germans 
settled down.

 C.  Trade and commerce, city life declined.   Rural 
estates worked by coloni.
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Questions

 We have touched on this theme of new cultures arising on the 
edge of older cultures, influenced by but not overpowered by 
those cultures.  Close enough to be influenced, but not too close, 
and hence free to break free along new lines.  What do you think 
of that theme?  Implications? 

 In the paragraph above I touch on an idea that has lasted a long 
time:  the tendency of civilized peoples to idealize and ennoble 
primitive peoples.  That idea has lasted until today as a tendency 
towards primitivism:  the simpler the life and society the better 
man is; civilization corrupts man.  Do you understand this?  
Examples? 
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 D.  Cultural adjustment between Germans and empire.

 1. Different languages, political and social traditions, and 
religions.

 2. Germans did not intend to destroy.

 3. For instance, Franks gave up Arianism for orthodox 
Christianity.

 E.  Germans took over institutional and cultural heritage.

 1. Administration, municipal system, taxes, law and courts, Latin 
for government, orthodox Christianity.
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Questions

 How sincere do you think Clovis and others were in adopting 
Christianity or orthodox Christianity?   Was it a political move?  
Does it matter? 

 We are now into a period when institutions and established 
procedures are not as important as strong personalities and 
charismatic leaders.  How important is leadership in building 
anything new?  How important are strong personalities in turning 
things in a new direction? 

 Does history make leaders?  Do leaders make history?  Harry 
Truman (33rd President) said “Progress occurs when 
courageous, skillful leaders seize the opportunity to change 
things for the better.”  Agree?
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 2. Also the imperial ideal.  Clovis and Theodoric accepted lands 
and titles from eastern emperors.  

 F. Church played major role in bringing Germans into the 
scheme of things.

 1.  Had vigor and purpose to do it.

 2.  Exercised effective political control.

 3.  Preserved learning  and supported German rulers who also 
tried to do it.
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 4. Classical Tradition survives:  Boethius, 
Cassiodorus, Isidore of Seville, Gregory of Tours.

 G.  Heavy losses from 300-600  Church gave men 
a common loyalty and devotion.

 II.  Search for Foundations 600-750

 A. Problems of  Germanic rulers:  Inefficiency;  Lack 
of moral authority; Constant fighting.
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Question

 I made the point before that naked force was 

not sufficient for sustained government.  Is 

authoritarian rule necessary at times?  

When?  How long?
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 B.  Frankish Kingdom of Merovingians as Example.

 1.  Clovis (481-511) founder.  Successors weak.  
Barbarian tradition of force.  State as private 
property.  Set context for feudal practices.

 C.  Economic decline continued.  By 750 virtually no 
trade.  Traders and artisans disappear.  Life centers 
on Latifundia.   Localism in every aspect of life.
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Questions

 If you never traveled farther than you could go on 
foot and get back before dark, would you develop a 
very limited view of the world?  If travel was 
dangerous and uncertain (that is, you never knew 
whether you would find anything worth  bringing 
back when you traveled), would you want to risk it?   
Think about that. 

 Are things ever so bad that there is nothing good 
and noble going on?  Even in the midst of gloom 
and doom is there always something worthwhile 
going on?
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 D.  Religious changes.

 1.  Church coped more successfully.  Social 

responsibility.

 2.  Expansion into new areas.

 3.  Developed papal power.  Gregory the Great 

(590-604).   “Roman” church.

 4.  Also monasticism.  St. Benedict of Nursia (480-

543)   Rule for monks.   Significance of monks. 

http://www.kansasmonks.org/RuleOfStBenedict.html
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 III.  The Carolingians 750-900.

 A.  Europe as a culture emerged under Carolingian rulers with 
support of papacy and monastic orders.

 B.  Rise of Carolingians

 Charles Martel (714-741).  Mayor of Palace for Merovingians.   
Battle of Tours (732) against Islamic army.

 Pepin the Short (741-768) .  Religious reformer.  Got support of 
Pope to assume the crown in 751.  “King by Grace of God”.
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Questions

 1.  Are the Carolingians evidence of the theory that 

a few good men or women can turn things around 

for the better?  Again, how important is leadership? 

 2.  The Carolingians did well for themselves while 

doing good.  What are the implications of that?  Is 

good work sufficient in itself, or should one expect to 

benefit from it in tangible, material ways?
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 C.  Charles the Great-Charlemagne (768-814)

 1.  Gave family its name. Concerned about welfare 
of Church and his subjects.  Ruling for higher 
purpose.  

 2.  Conqueror.

 3.  Administrator.  Courts.  Missi dominici.

 4.  Churchman.   Supported popes and monastic 
leaders in reforming Church.

 5.  Learning.

 6.  In 800 Holy Roman Emperor.
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Questions

 I referred to forceful conversions above.  What is the logic to 
that? 

 Greatness and leadership sometimes go along with sexual 
promiscuity and the latter doesn't seem to interfere with the 
former.  Is there any connection?  Should the one preclude the 
other?  Is it true that dominant, successful people are not 
necessarily nice?  Not the type you would want to be around?  
Examples? 

 How could Charlemagne be so intelligent and not be able to 
write?  Is literacy necessary?  Do you know anyone who is 
illiterate? 
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 D.  Louis the Pious (814-840).

 Imperium Christianum -Christendom.  New 

consciousness as a people.

 E.  Afterwards, Carolingian empire split into 

states and lesser fragments.
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Question

 Louis the Pious seems to have been really 

sincere about his religious mission, but he 

was a poor leader.  His goal was worthy, but 

his abilities were inadequate to the task.  

Implications? 
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Creating a New Social Fabric

 I.  Origins of feudal relationship.

 A. Germanic war band or  comitatus.  Roman 
clientela.   Bodyguards or  bucellarii.  These 
merged.

 B.  Charles Martel added benefices.   So by 9th 
century lord, vassal, fief are present.  Elaborated 
later.
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Question

 We don't attach as much importance today to 

the personal relationship or pledging our 

word to someone that we will do something.  

We want it in writing, notarized and recorded 

so we can sue if someone fails to do what 

they have contracted in writing to do.  Why is 

that? 
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Creating a New Social Fabric

 II.  Manorial relationship also came out of late 

empire.  Large estates worked by  coloni.  

Beginnings of manors and serfs of medieval period.

 III.  Most dynamic element was Church.  Solved its 

problems

 A.  Sense of purpose 

 B.  Reforming work of popes and monks.
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Question

 There is an interesting word that survives 

from this period, "villain".  You know what that 

means.  But did you know that it came from 

the word, "villein" which meant someone who 

worked on a manorial estate, someone low-

born?  And that "villein" came from "villa"?  

Curious how words change their meaning 

over time, isn't it? 
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Creating a New Social Fabric

 C.   Series of strong popes

 Leo I - Petrine theory.

 Gregory the Great - Pope is Vicar of Christ.  
Papacy should be independent.  Defined 
spirituality in Roman Church.

 D.  Monasticism also strengthened Church 
and society.  Benedictine Rule.  Poverty, 
Chastity, and Obedience.  Impact on society.
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Question

 Have you ever visited a monastery?  There is 

one in Conyers, Georgia.  It is worth the trip.  

See it some time.  It was founded by 

Cistercian monks who came from 

Gethsemani monastery in Kentucky, which 

was founded in the 19th century by monks 

who came from France.  All monastic orders 

go back to the Benedictine order. 
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 E.  Career of St. Boniface of Crediton (680-

754).  Anglo-Saxon missionary founded 

churches, dioceses, monasteries.

 Question: Can you understand someone like 

Boniface?  What drives some people to throw 

away their lives in a religious cause?  Is 

"throw away"  too strong an expression? .
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Keeping Alive the Classical Heritage

 I.  Threat to Classical Heritage.

 B. “Latin Transmitters” and copiers in monasteries.

 1.  Boethius (480-525)   Work on  Aristotle, Euclid.  

Consolation of Philosophy

 2. Cassiodorus (490-575)   Standard version of 

Jerome’s Vulgate.  His Codex Grandior became the 

model for Lindisfarne Gospels and Book of Kells.



The Birth of Europe as a New Culture

400-900

Question

 The best way to imagine what the preservers 

faced:  if you had to grab a handful of books 

from your burning house what would they be?  

Why?
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Lindisfarne Gospels
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Book of Kells
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Question

 Why would someone care enough about 

Scripture to copy it by hand, embellish it with 

images, and cover it with the most expensive 

of materials?  Do you know anyone who 

prizes books that much?  Books don't matter 

that much today do they? 
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Extending Christian Faith and Practice

 I.  Problem of preserving Christian faith from 
barbarism , paganism, and heresy.

 A.   How to preserve original beliefs?  
Ceremony and outward sign vs.  inner 
reality?

 B.  Faith for warrior class?  Gregory the 
Great:  Rededicate and reinterpret.  God 
became a tribal chieftain.
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Questions

 1. Going through the ritual while ignoring the moral requirements 
of the faith.  Aren't you glad that no one does that today?  Your 
thoughts? 

 2.  Jesus praised those who would lay down their lives for a 
friend.  He extolled the peacemakers and the meek.  Did he 
sanction killing for one's country?  Killing to defend the faith? 

 3.  Is war ever just?  What are the conditions under which a just 
war may be fought? 

 4.  Early Christians went to death in the arena rather than give 
up their faith.  Christians in later centuries threatened and killed 
to make others believe as they did.  Who is right? 
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Extending Christian Faith and Practice

 C.  Church also incorporated Cult of the Dead 

of   Germans.   Saints, martyrs, relics.  

Pilgrimages and the Crusades.

 D.  Church stressed afterlife, torments of hell 

and delights of heaven.

 E.  Still, Church did not entirely forget its 

Christian heritage.
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Questions

 1.  Scaring people into good behavior with the threat 
of hell? 

 2.  What place do relics and holy objects have in 
faith? 

 3. If the Church had not done what it did to 
"baptize" pagan elements and take them over, 
would Christianity have survived?  Would it have 
been better to stick to the truths of original 
Christianity, even at the risk of not surviving?  What 
would you have done?
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First Signs of the First Europe

 I.  Expressed in both visual and written form.

 II.  Christianization of space and time.  Tombs and 

sacred pagan places.   Calendar showed blending 

of Christian and pagan elements.  Dating of years 

“A.D.”  In the Year of Our Lord.  Roman names for 

months.  German names for days.
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First Signs of the First Europe

 III.  At times called for decisive break with past-

Saxon baptismal vow declared renunciation of gods, 

one by one.

 ñI renounce all the words and works of the devil, 

Thunear, WǾden and SaxnǾt, and all those 

fiends that are their associates.ò

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Devil
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fiend
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Question

 Some of us are so politically correct today 

that we do not want to use words or symbols 

from the past if they do not accord with 

present sensibilities.  Should we be 

concerned about what words or symbols 

meant in the past when we use them today?  

Pagan gods for names of the days? 
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First Signs of the First Europe

 IV.  Literature shows the impact of new faith

 Dream of the Rood

 Heliand (Savior)

 Beowulf

 V.  Art and Architecture also show influence.
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Question

 Is Beowulf  too gory and violent to read 

today?  Do you agree with the move to tone 

down violence in modern society? 
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Ruthwell Cross (Early 8th century)
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Irish Cross (9th Century)
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Franks Casket (700)



Charlemagneõs Tomb Chapel
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The First Europe: Briefly

 Man’s Nature and Place in this World

 God’s Character

 The World as God’s Creation

 Society’s Purpose in the Scheme of Things

 History as the Unfolding of God’s Triumph: 

The City of God over the City of Man.
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Questions

 1.  Correct behavior rather than inner purity?  Does 

one have to make a choice? 

 2.  The view of human nature as stated above?  Do 

you agree or disagree? 

 3.  God as judge or loving Father?  Christ as 

punisher and avenger or as suffering Son of God? 

 4.  How much authority should the Church have in 

upholding morality?  Would you give it more today?
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Questions

 5. A Christian ruler heading up a Christian 

society?  Would you like to see a truly 

religious society where morality is strictly 

enforced?  Would you be willing to accept the 

consequences?  What would some be? 

 6. Gregory the Great is credited with the idea 

that the Church was necessary to salvation.  

Do you agree? 


