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HE DENSEST of the medieval centuries - the six
hundred years between, roughly, A.D. 400 and A.D.
1000 - are still widely known as the Dark Ages. Modern historians have abandoned that phrase, one of them
writes, "because of the unacceptable value judgment it implies."
Yet there are no survivors to be offended. Nor is the term nec
essarily pejorative. Very little is dear about that dim era. Intel
lectual life had vanished from Europe. Even Charlemagne, the
first Holy Roman emperor and the greatest of all medieval rulers,
was illiterate. Indeed, throughout the Middle Ages, which lasted
some seven centuries after Charlemagne, literacy was scorned;
when a cardinal corrected the Latin of the emperor Sigismund,
Charlemagne's forty-seventh suc;cessor, Sigismund rudely replied,
"Ego sum rex Romanus et super grammatica" - as "king of Rome, "
he was "above grammar." Nevertheless, if value judgments are
made, it is undeniable that most of what is known about the period
is unlovely. After the extant fragments have been fitted together,
the portrait which emerges is a melange of incessant warfare,
corruption, lawlessness, obsession with strange myths, and an
almost impenetrable mindlessness.
Europe had been troubled since the Roman Empire perished in
the fifth century. There were many reasons for Rome's fall, among
them apathy and bureaucratic absolutism, but the chain of events
leading to its actual end had begun the century before. The de
fenders of the empire were responsible for a ten-thousand-mile
frontier. Ever since the time of the soldier-historian Tacitus, in
the first century A.D., the vital sector in the north - where the
realm's border rested on the Danube and the Rhine - had been
vulnerable. Above these great rivers the forests swarmed with
barbaric Germanic tribes, some of them tamer than others hut all
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envious of the empire's prosperity. For centuries they had been
intimidated by the imperial legions confronting them on the far
banks.
Now they no longer were. They had panicked, stampeded by
an even more fearsome enemy in their rear; feral 'packs ofmounted
Hsiung-nu, or Huns. Ignorant of agriculture but expert archers,
bred to kill and trained from infancy to be pitiless, these dreaded
warriors from the plains of Mongolia had turned war into an
industry. "Their country," it was said of them, "is the back of a
horse." It was Europe's misfortune that early in the fourth century
the Huns had met their masters at China's Great Wall. Defeated
by the Chinese, they had turned westward, entered Russia about
A.D. 355, and crossed the Volga seventeen years later. In 375 they
fell upon the Ostrogoths (East Goths) in the Ukraine. After killing
the Ostrogoth chieftain, Ermanaric, they pursued his tribesmen
across eastern Europe. An army of Visigoths (West Goths) met
the advancing Huns on the Dniester, near what is now Romania.
The Goths were cut to pieces. The survivors among them - some
eighty thousand - fled toward the Danube and crossed it, thereby
invading the empire. On instructions from the Emperor Valens,
imperial commanders charged with defense of the frontier first
disarmed the Gothic refugees, next admitted them subject to var
ious conditions, then tried to enslave them, and finally, in A.D.
378, fought them, not with Roman legions, but using mercenaries
recruited from other tribes. Caesar would have wept at the spec
tacle that followed. In battle the mercenaries were overconfident
and slack; according to Ammianus Marcellinus, Tacitus's Greek
successor, the result was "the most disastrous defeat encountered
by the Romans since Cannae" - six centuries earlier.
Under the weight of relentless attacks by the combined barbaric
tribes and the Huns, now Gothic a1lies, the Danube-Rhine line
broke along its entire length and then collapsed. Plunging deeper
and deeper into the empire, the invaders prepared to penetrate
Italy. In 400 the Visigoth Alaric, a relatively enlightened chieftain
and a zealous religieux, led forty thousand Goths, Huns, and freed
Roman slaves across the Julian Alps. Eight years of fighting
followed. Rome's cavalry was no match for the tribal horse
men; two-thirds of the imperial legions were slain. In 410 Alaric's
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triumphant warriors swept down to Rome itself, and on August
24 they entered it.

Thus, for the tlrst time in eight centuries, the Eternal City fell
to an enemy army. After three days of pillage it was battered
almost beyond recognition. Alaric tried to spare Rome's citizens,
but he could not control the Huns or the former slaves. They
slaughtered wealthy men, raped women, destroyed priceless pieces
of sculpture, and melted down works of art for their precious
metals. That was only the beginning; sixty-six years later another
Germanic chieftain deposed the last Roman emperor in the west,
Romulus Augustulus, and proclaimed himself ruler of the empire.
Me~ntime Gunderic's Vandals, Clovis's Franks, and most of all
the Huns under their terrible new chieftain Attila
who had
seized power by murdering his brother - ravaged Gaul as far
south as Paris, paused, and lunged into Spain. In the years that
followed, Goths, Alans, Burgundians. Thuringians, Frisians, Gep
idae, Suevi, Alemanni, Angles, Saxons, Jutes, Lombards, HeruIi,
Quadi, and Magyars joined them in ravaging what was left of
civilization. The ethnic tide then settled in its conquered lands and
darkness descended upon the devastated, unstable continent. It
would not lift until forty medieval generations had suffered,
wrought their pathetic destinies, and passed on.
B
THE DARK .AGES were stark in every dimension. Famines and
plague, culminating in the Black Death and its recurring pandemics,
repeatedly thinned the population. Rickets afflicted the survivors.
Extraordinary climatic changes brought storms and floods which
turned into major disasters because the empire's drainage system,
like most ofthe imperial infrastructure, was no longer functioning.
It says much about the Middle Ages that in the year 1500, after a
thousand years of neglect, the roads built by the Romans were
still the best on the continent. Most others were in such a state of
disrepair that they were unusable; so were all European harbors
until the eighth century, when commerce again began to stir.
Among the lost arts was bricklaying; in all of Germany, England,
Holland, and Scandinavia, virtually no stone buildings, except
cathedrals, were raised for ten centuries. The serfs' basic agricul
tural tools were picks, forks, spades. rakes, scythes, and balanced
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sickles. Because there was very little iron, there were no wheeled
plowshares with moldboards. The lack of plows was not a major
problem in the south, where farmers could pulverize light Med
iterranean soils, but the heavier earth in northern Europe had to
be sliced, moved, and turned by hand. Although horses and oxen
were available, they were oflimited use. The horse collar, harness,
and stirrup did not exist until about A.D. 900. Therefore tandem
hitching was impossible. Peasants labored harder, sweated more,
and collapsed from exhaustion more often than their animals.
Surrounding them' was the vast, menacing, and at places im
passable, Hercynian Forest, infested by boars; by bears; by the
hulking medieval wolves wh6 lurk so fearsomely in fairy tales
handed down from that time; by imaginary demons; and by very
real outlaws, who flourished because they were seldom pursued.
Although homicides were twice as frequent as deaths by accident,
English coroners' records show that only one of every hundred
murderers was ever brought to justice. Moreover, abduction for
ransom was an acceptable means oflivelihood for skilled but land
less knights. One consequence of medieval peril was that people
huddled closely together in communal homes. They married fel
low villagers and were so insular that local dialects were often
incomprehensible to men living only a few miles away.
The level of everyday violence - deaths in alehouse brawls,
during bouts with staves, or even in playing football or wres
tling - was shocking. Tournaments were very different from the
romantic descriptions in Malory, Scott, and Conan Doyle. They
were vicious sham battles by large bands of armed knights, os
tensibly gatherings for enjoyment and exercise but really occasions
for abduction and mayhem. As late as the year 1240, in a tourney
near Dusseldorf, sixty knights were hacked to death.
Despite their bloodthirstiness - a taste which may have been
acquired from the Huns, Goths, Franks, and Saxons - all were
devout Christians. It was a paradox: the Church had replaced
imperial Rome as the fixer of European frontiers, but missionaries
found teaching pagans the lessons ofJesus to be an almost hopeless
task. Yet converting them was easy. As quickly as the barbaric
tribes had overrun the empire, Catholicism's overrunning of the
tribesmen was even quicker. As early as A.D. 493 the Frankish
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chieftain Clovis accepted the divinity of Christ and was baptized,
though a modern priest would have found his manner of cham
pioning the Church difficult to understand or even forgive. For
tunately Clovis was accompanied by a contemporary, Bishop
Gregory of Tours. The bishop made allowances for the violent
streak in the Frankish character. In his writings Gregory portrayed
his protege as a heroic general whose triumphs were attributable
to divine guidance. He proudly set down an account of how the
chief dealt with a Frankish warrior who, during a division of tribal
booty at Soissons, had wantonly swung his ax and smashed a vase.
As it happened, the broken pottery had been Church property and
much cherished by the bishop. Clovis knew that. Later, picking
his moment, he split the warrior's skull with his own ax, yelling,
"Thus you treated the vase at Soissons!"
Medieval Christians, knowing the other cheek would be blood
ied, did not turn it. Death was the prescribed penalty for hundreds
of offenses, particularly those against property. The threat of cap
ital punishment was even used in religious conversions, and me
dieval threats were never idle. Charlemagne was a just and
enlightened ruler - for the times. His loyalty to the Church was
absolute, though he sometimes chose peculiar ways to demonstrate
it. Conquering Saxon rebels, he gave them a choice between bap
tism and immediate execution; when they demurred, he had forty
five hundred of them beheaded in one morning.
That was not remarkable. Soldiers ofChrist swung their swords
freely. And the victims were not always pagans. Every flourishing
religion has been intermittently watered by the blood of its own
faithful, but none has seen more spectacular internecine butchery
than Christianity. In A.D. 330 Constantine I, the first Roman em
peror to recognize Jesus as his savior, made Constantinople the
empire's second capital. Within a few years, a great many people
who shared his faith began to die there for their interpretation of
it. The emperor's first Council of Nicaea failed to resolve a doc
trinal dispute between Arius of Alexandria and the dominant fac
tion of theologians. Arius rejected the Nicene Creed, taking the
unitarian position that although Christ was the son of God, he
was not divine. Attempts at compromise foundered; Arius died,
condemned as a heresiarch; his Arians rioted and were put to the

fourth century, Christian art there had reflectec
The form, construction, and columnar basilican st) . "L
St. Peter's basilica, built between 330 and 360, were
the pagan tradition. And nearby Santa Maria Maggiore,
by Pope Sixtus III in 432, was actually the site of a former
temple.
a civilization, comparable to Rome
it or to the modem era which followed? If by civilization
.means a society which has reached a relatively high level of
..........._._ and technological development, the answer is no. During
Roman millennium imperial authorities had controlled the
. destinies of all the lands within the empire - from the Adantic
in the west to the Caspian Sea in the east, from the Antonine Wall
in northern Britain to the upper Nile valley in the south. Enlight
ened Romans had served as teachers, lawgivers, builders, and ad
ministrators; Romans had reached towering pinnacles of artistic
and intellectual achievement; their city had become the physical
and spiritual capital of the Roman Catholic Church.
The age which succeeded it accomplished none of these. Trade
on the Mediterranean, once a Roman lake, was perilous; Vandal
pirates, and then Muslim pirates, lay athwart the vital sea routes.
Agriculture and transport were inefficient; the population was
never fed adequately. A barter economy yielded to coinage only
because the dominant lords, enriched by plunder and conquest,
needed some form of currency to pay for wars, ransoms, their
departure on crusades, the knighting oftheir sons, and their daugh
ters' marriages. Royal treasury officials were so deficient in ele
mentary skills that they were dependent upon arithmetic learned
from the Arabs; the name exchequer emerged because they used
a checkered cloth as a kind ofabacus in doing sums. If their society
was diverse and colorful, it was also anarchic, formless, and ap
pallingly unjust.
Nevertheless it possessed its own structure and peculiar insti
tutions, which evolved almost imperceptibly over the centuries.
Medievalism was born in the decaying ruins of a senile and im
potent empire; it died just as Europe was emerging as a distinctive
cultural unit. The interregnum was the worst of times for the
THE MEDlEVAL WORLD

16

A WORLD LIT ONLY BY FIRE

imaginative, the cerebral, and the unfortunate, but the strong, the
healthy, the shrewd, the handsome, the beautiful - and the
lucky - flourished.
Europe was ruled by a new aristocracy: the noble, and. ulti
mately, the regal. After the barbarian tribes had overwhelmed the
Roman Empire, men had established themselves as members of
the new privileged classes in various ways. Any leader with a large
following of free men was eligible. though some had greater fol
lowings, and therefore greater claims, than others. In Italy some
were members of Roman senatorial families. survivors who had
intermarried with Goths or Huns; as Ovid had observed, a bar
barian was suitable if he was rich. Others in the patriciate were
landowners whose huge domains (latifondia) were worked by
slaves and protected by private armies ofbucellaeii. In England and
France the privileged might be descendants of Angle, Saxon,
Frank, Vandal, or Ostrogoth chieftains. Many German hierarchs
belonged to very old families, revered since time immemorial, and
therefore acceptable to the other princes - the Reichsfursten
stand - who had to approve each ennoblement. Because this was
a time of incessant warfare. however, most noblemen had risen
by distinguishing themselves in battle. In the early centuries dis
tinction ended with the death of the man who had won it, but
patrilineal descent became increasingly common, creating dynas- .
ties.
Titles evolved: duke, from the Latin dux, meaning a military
commander; earl, from the Anglo-Saxon eoria or cheorl (as distin
guished from churl); count or comte, from the Latin comes, a com
panion of a great personage; baron, from the Teutonic beron, a
warrior; margrave, from the Dutch markgraafi and marquess, mar;" . .
quis, markis, marques, marques, or marchese, from the Latin marca -".....
literally a frontier, or frontier territory. Serving these, on the low~ .
est rung of the aristocratic ladder, was the knight (French cne1VaUC;T,
German Ritter, Italian cavaliere, Spanish caballero, Portuguese
alheiro). Originally the word meant a farm worker of free
By the eleventh century knights were cavalrymen living in
mansions, each with his noble seal. All were guided, in
least, by an idealistic knightly code and bound by oath to
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a Roman theologian, "that the entire population of the
should die of starvation in extremest agony ... than that
.•'one soul, I will not say should be lost, but should commit one
single venial sin." In the words of one pope, "The Church is
independent of any earthly power, not merely in regard to her
lawful end and purpose, but also in regard to whatever means she
may deem suitable and necessary to attain them." Another pope,
agreeing. declared that God had made the Vatican "a sharer in the
divine magistracy, and granted her, by special privilege, immunity
from error." Even to "appeal from the living voice ofthe Church"
was "a treason," wrote a cardinal, "because that living voice is
supreme; and to appeal from that supreme voice is also a heresy,
because that voice, by divine assistance, is infallible." A fellow
cardinal put it even more clearly: "The Church is not susceptible
of being reformed in her doctrines. The Church is the work of an
Incarnate God. Like all God's works, it is perfect. It is, therefore,
incapable of reform."
',~,rr\TIIU
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elusive, yet in many ways the most significant
dimensions of the medieval mind were invisible and silent. One
was the medieval man's total lack of ego. Even those with creative
powers had no sense of self. Each of the great soaring medieval
cathedrals, our most treasured legacy from that age, required three
or four centuries to complete. Canterbury was twenty-three gen
erations in the making; Chartres, a former Druidic center, eighteen
generations. Yet we know nothing of the architects or builders.
They were glorifying God. To them their identity in this life was
irrelevant. Noblemen had surnames, but fewer than one percent
of the souls in Christendom were wellborn. Typically, the rest
nearly 60 million Europeans - were known as Hans, Jacques, Sal,
Carlos; Will, or Will's wife, Will's son, or Will's daughter. If that
was inadequate or confusing, a nickname would do. Because most
peasants lived and died without leaving their birthplace, there was
seldom need for any tag beyond One-Eye, or Roussie (Redhead),
or Bionda (Blondie), or the like.
Their villages were frequently innominate for the same reason.
If war took a man even a short distance from a nameless hamlet,
the chances of his returning to it were slight; he could not identify
THE MOST BAFFLING,
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it, and finding his way back: alone was virtually impossible. Each
hamlet was inbred, isolated, unaware of the world beyond the
most familiar loca1landmark: a creek, or mill, or tall tree scarred
by lightning. There were no newspapers or magazines to inform
the common people of great events; occasional pamphlets might
reach them, but they were usually theological and, like the Bible,
were always published in Latin, a language they no longer under
stood. Between 1378 and 1417, Popes Clement VII and Benedict
XIII reigned in Avignon, excommunicating Rome's Urban VI,
Boniface IX, Innocent VII. and Gregory XII, whoexcommuni
cated them right back:. Yet the toiling peasantry was unaware of
the estrangement in the Church. Who would have told them? The
village priest knew nothing himself; his archbishop had every rea
son to keep it quiet. The folk (Leute, papola, pueblo, gens, gente)
were baptized, shriven, attended mass, received the host at com
munion, married, and received the last rites never dreaming that
they should be informed about great events, let alone have any
voice in them. Their anonymity approached the absolute. So did
their mute acceptance of it..
In later ages, when identities became necessary, their descen
dants would either adopt the surname ofthe local lord - a custom
later followed by American slaves after their emancipation - or
take the name of an honest occupation (Miller, Taylor, SInith).
Even then they were casual in spelling it; in the 1580s the founder
of Germany's great munitions dynasty variously spelled his name
as Krupp, Krupe, Kripp, Kripe, and Krapp. Among the impli
cations of this lack of selfhood was an almost total indifference to
privacy. In summertime peasants went about naked.
In the medieval mind there was also no awareness of time,
which is even more difficult to grasp. Inhabitants of the twentieth
century are instinctively aware of past, present, and future. At any
given moment most can quickly identify where they are on this
temporal scale - the year, usually the date or day of the week,
and frequently, by glancing at their wrists, the time of day. Me-.
dieval men were rarely aware of which century they were living
in. There was no reason they should have been. There are great·
differences between everyday life in 1791 and 1991, but there
very few between 791 and 991. Life then revolved around

and Germans would still be ruled by pe'
fragmentation could not last. A kind of centripetal ~.
by emerging feelings of national identity among the
. reshaping Europe. And that was a threat to monolithic
was vexed otherwise as the fifteenth century drew
European cities were witnessing the emergence of ed
inflamed by anticlericalism. Their feelings were un
tstanOaOle, if, in papal eyes, unpardonable. The Lateran reforms
5 had been inadequate; reliable reports of misconduct by
nuns, and prelates, much of it squalid. were rising. And
harmony achieved by theologians over the last century had
'been shattered. Bernard of Clairvaux, the anti-intellectual saint,
~ould have found his worst suspicions confirmed by the new
,·.• ;philosophy of nominalism. Denying the existence of universals,
.~ nominalists declared that the gulf between reason and revelation
was .unbridgeable - that to believe in virgin birth and the res
urrection was completely unreasonable. Men of faith who might
have challenged them, such as Thomas a Kempis, seemed lost in
a dream of mysticism.
. At the same time, a subtle but powerful new spirit was rising
in Europe. It was virulently subversive of all medieval society,
especially the Church, though no one recognized it as such, partly
because its greatest figures were devout Catholics. During the
pontificate of Innocent III (1198-12I6) the rediscovery of Aris
totelian learning - in dialectic, logic, natural science, and meta
physics - had been readily synthesized with traditional Church
doctrine. Now, as the full cultural heritage of Greece and Rome
began to reappear, the problems ofsynthesis were escalating, and
they defied solution. In Italy the movement was known as the
Rinascimento. The French combined the verb renaltre, "revive,"
with the feminine noun naissance, "birth," to form Renaissance 
rebirth.
III
FIXING A DATE for the beginning of the Renaissance is impossible,
but most scholars believe its stirrings had begun by the early 1400S.
Although Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Saint Francis of Assisi, and
the painter Giotto de Bondone - all of whom seem to have been
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infused with the new spirit - were dead by then, they are seen
as forerunners of the reawakening. In the long reach of history,
the most influential Renaissance men were the writers,' scholars,
philosophers, educators, statesmen, and independent theologians.
However, their impact upon events, tremendous as it was, would
not be felt until later. The artists began to arrive first, led by the
greatest galaxy of painters, sculptors, and architects ever known.
They were spectacular, they were most memorably Italian, no
tably Florentine, and because ,their works were so dazzling - and
so pious - they had the enthusiastic blessing and sponsorship of
the papacy. Among their immortal figures were Botticelli. Fra
Filippo Lippi, Piero della Francesca, the Bellinis. Giorgione, Della
Robbia, Titian, Michelangelo, Raphael, and, elsewhere in Europe,
Rubens, the Brueghels, Durer, and Holbein. The supreme figure
was Leonardo da Vinci, but Leonardo was more than an artist,
and will appear later in this volume, trailing clouds of glory.
When we look back across five centuries, the implications of
the Renaissance appear to be obvious. It seems astonishing that
no one saw where it was leading, anticipating what lay round the
next bend in the road and then over the horizon. But they lacked
our perspective; they could not hold a mirror up to the future.
Like all people at all times, they were confronted each day by the
present, which always arrives in a promiscuous rush, with the
significant, the trivial, the profound, and the fatuous all tangled
together. The popes, emperors, cardinals, kings, prelates, and no
bles of the time sorted through the snarl and, being typical men
in power, chose to believe what they wanted to believe, accepting
whatever justified their policies and convictions and ignoring the
rest. Even the wisest of them were at a hopeless disadvantage, for
their only guide in sorting it all out - the only guide anyone ever
has
was the past, and precedents are worse than useless when
facing something entirely new. They suffered another handicap.
As medieval men, crippled by ten centuries of immobility, they
viewed the world through distorted prisms peculiar to their age.
In all that time nothing ofreal consequence had either improved
or declined. Except for the introduction of waterwheels in the 800s
and windmills in the late I 100S, there had been no inventions of
significance. No startling new ideas had appeared, no new terri-
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todes outside Europe had been explored. Everything was as it had
been for as long as the oldest European could remember. The
center of the Ptolemaic universe was the known world - Europe,
with the Holy Land and North Africa on its fringes. The sun
moved round it every day. Heaven was above the immovable
earth, somewhere in the overarching sky; hell seethed far beneath
their feet. Kings ruled at the pleasure of the Almighty; all others
did what they were told to do. Jesus, the son of God, had been
crucified and resurrected, and his reappearance was imminent, or
at any rate inevitable. Every human being adored him (the Jews
and the Muslims being invisible). During the 1,436 years since the
. death of Saint Peter the Apostle, 211 popes had succeeded him,
all chosen by God and all infallible. The Church was indivisible,
the afterlife a certainty; all knowledge was already known. And
nothing would eller change.
The mighty storm was swiftly approaching, but Europeans
were not only unaware of it; they were convinced that such a
phenomenon could not exist. Shackled in ignorance, disciplined
by fear, and sheathed in superstition, they trudged into the six
teenth century in the clumsy, hunched, pigeon-toed gait of rickets
victims, their vacant faces, pocked by smallpox, turned blindly
toward the future they thought they knew - gullible, pitiful in
nocents who were about to be swept up in the most powerful,
incomprehensible, irresistible vortex since Alaric had led his Visi
goths and Huns across the Alps, fallen on Rome, and extinguished
the lamps of learning a thousand years before.
D
WHEN THE CARTOGRAPHERS of the Middle Ages came to the end
of the world as they knew it, they wrote: Beware: Dragons Lurk
Beyond Here. They were right, though the menacing dimension
was not on maps, but on the calendar. It was time, not space.
There the fiercest threats to their medieval mind-set waited in
ambush. A few ofthe perils had already infiltrated society, though
their presence was unsuspected and the havoc they would wreak
was yet to come. Some of the dragons were benign, even saintly;
others were wicked. All, however, would seem monstrous to
those who cherished the status quo, and their names included
Johannes Gutenberg, Cesare Borgia, Johann Tetzel, Desiderius

