
Preview Questions

1. What are some of the 
chief signs that Europe 
was expanding in the 
High Middle Ages?

2. What roles did faith 
and reason play in the 
intellectual life of the 
High Middle Ages?

3. What traditions 
combined to form 
courtly love and why 
is this important?

4. Discuss the relationship 
of the Romanesque 
style to the Gothic 
style, showing how 
the latter developed 
from the former.

Europe recovered slowly from the crises of the late Carolingian 

period to begin one of the most dynamic, creative periods in its history. 

If in the post-Roman world everything had shrunk, now everything ex-

panded. Europe’s population doubled between 1000 and 1300, reaching 

about seventy million. New states emerged in the Slavic world and in 

Scandinavia. Governments grew in scope, gaining greater competence 

and authority. Cities grew larger and became increasingly important in 

economic, political, and intellectual life. Latin literature " ourished and 

vernacular literature appeared in French, German, Italian, and Spanish. 

Schools grew in size and sophistication, and a new kind of school, the 

university, assumed leadership in intellectual life. Romanesque and then 

Gothic art, in painting, sculpture, and architecture, soared—literally and 

# guratively—to new heights.

The nave of Amiens cathedral, one of the dozens of Gothic cathedrals 

built in this era, is a testament in stone and glass to the age’s spiritual and 

substantive qualities. Carolingian exterior verticality has been brought in-

side. The ribbed vaults, pointed arches, and numerous windows are a trib-

ute to the rediscovery of ancient geometry. But there is also a calm logic 

here—and the twelfth- and thirteenth-century schools were dominated by 

logic. A building like this was very expensive, which reflected the eco-

nomic prosperity of the time. But after money, geometry, and logic, there 

is also something mysterious, uplifting, spiritual about Amiens cathedral. 

In a world of bureaucrats, merchants, and logicians, there were also mys-

tics who, in almost Platonic terms, imagined realities beyond those the eye 

could see.

The High Middle Ages
1000–1300
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free him—almost without exception, only men were 
involved—to perform his service (Figure 10.1).

This was a violent society whose leaders were men 
trained to #ght, ideally their lord’s enemies but some-
times each other. These warrior-aristocrats shared a 
guiding ethos: chivalry, from the French cheval, horse; 
so chivalry—chevalerie—means “horsiness,” the way 
of life for men who fought on horseback

The word also meant “knighthood.” The essential 
values of the chivalric knight were prowess (a knight 
who cannot #ght is a contradiction in terms); courage; 
loyalty, an ideal that was often violated; and generos-
ity, openhanded giving.

Originally, chivalric values were male and martial 
and did not pertain to relations between the sexes. 
Later, in the twelfth century, female in"uences began 
turning rough-and-ready warriors into gentlemen. 

POLITICS AND SOCIETY
King Alfred the Great of England (r. 871–899) said that 
a kingdom needed “men of war, men of prayer, and 
men of work,” and two French bishops spoke in the 
same terms. This tripartite scheme is helpful as a way 
of thinking about how medieval society and politics 
functioned—and it is contemporary. Nevertheless, 
this view is too narrow. Those who work, for exam-
ple, were, in this aristocratic way of looking at things, 
the peasants, but not the townspeople, who were in-
creasingly numerous and prominent. In addition, the 
scheme did not include women and minorities, such 
as Jews.

Lords and Vassals: Those Who Fight
The term feudalism is almost synonymous with me-
dieval social and political practices, although the term 
itself never appeared in the Middle Ages. Like all mod-
ern words that end in ism, feudalism has been used in 
different ways. Feudalism can mean a kind of govern-
ment with shared, segmented power and authority; a 
set of relationships between free men bound to each 
other in both personal and material ways; or the ex-
ploitation of the peasantry by the nobility. While each 
of these de#nitions grasps a part of the truth, none 
grasps it whole, and it is impossible to speak about a 
feudal “system.” People from Iceland, through Britain 
and France, to Russia, over many centuries, had nu-
merous ways of organizing politics and government 
that can be called feudal.

The best way to understand feudalism is to exam-
ine the mutual, honorable relationships between lords 
and vassals. Lords were those who held both public 
and private power in their hands. They could be kings, 
or the powerful local of#cers of kings, or self-serving 
regional leaders who pro#ted from the breakup of the 
Carolingian Empire. The great problem of government 
in the Middle Ages was harnessing the numerous 
lords to peaceful and productive purposes. Vassals, 
who were the retainers of lords, swore homage and 
fealty to a lord, and promised aid and counsel. Hom-
age involved a public, ceremonial acknowledgment 
of allegiance, and fealty implied loyalty. Aid usually 
took the form of military service, and counsel meant 
giving advice, whether privately and intimately or 
publicly in hall or court. Lords agreed to protect their 
vassals in judicial disputes or against the attacks of 
others and usually provided them with something of 
material value, such as clothing and weapons, hous-
ing, money, or land. When land was involved, it was 
called a #ef ( feudum in Latin, whence feudalism). A 
#ef was an estate—typically of the bipartite kind (see 
Chapter 8)—that was already developed and inhab-

ited. The #ef was supposed to support the vassal and 

Figure 10.1 A Vassal Paying Homage, from the Westminster Psalter. 

Ca. 1250. British Library, London. (MS Royal 2 A XXII, fol 220.) The 

image shows a decked-out warrior: sword, chain mail, banner and lance, 

and horse. He also bears crosses on his cloak—he is crucesignatus, 

“signed by the cross,” that is, a crusader. Is he offering his hands in 

homage to his feudal lord or extending them in prayer to God? One cannot 

say. He seems the perfect knight in secular or spiritual terms.
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money to buy luxuries. To acquire such money, they 
often permitted peasants to exchange labor services 
for money payments. In general, the lot of the peas-
ant in France and England improved while, in some 
areas of central and eastern Europe, serfs continued to 
be exploited for centuries.

The Rise of Towns  
(and the Rest of Those Who Work)
Towns grew larger and assumed greater roles in me-
dieval life (Figure 10.3). Urban life became more com-
petitive and the residents formed associations, called 
guilds, to protect their special interests. The artisan 
and craft guilds, for example, regulated working condi-
tions, created apprenticeship programs, and set wages; 
merchant and banking guilds developed new busi-
nesses and supervised trade contracts. These guilds 
often quarreled over issues inside the town walls, but 
they joined hands against the intrusions of the church 
and the local nobility.

Because urban economic life often con"icted with 
the interests of popes, bishops, kings, counts, and oth-
ers who dominated the towns, urban dwellers, led by 
the guilds, founded self-governing regimes, called 
communes, often with written charters that speci#ed 
their rights in relation to their various lords. Italy led 
the way but, by about 1200, many towns in northern 
and western Europe had charters, and their political 
independence spurred economic growth.

Artisans and merchants needed buyers, secure 
trade routes, and markets for their products. The ear-
liest trade routes were the rivers and the old Roman 
roads, but as demand increased in the West for luxury 

But as early as the tenth century, the church began to 
try to ameliorate and redirect the worst excesses of 
the warriors’ behavior. In the Peace and Truce of God, 
a movement that began in France and then spread 
widely, the church tried to civilize violence. Fighting 
was forbidden on religious feasts (more than 150 days 
per year) or near churches, and noncombatants and 
their property were to be protected. Framed more 
positively, knights were to protect the weak and the 
poor, women, widows, and children. Instead of #ght-
ing other Christians, knights were to direct their vio-
lence against pagans and in#dels. Ironically, though, 
church teachings against violence served as one spur 
to crusading.

Peasants: Those Who Work
The routine of the serfs and the free peasants—rural  
slaves were comparatively rare—was dictated by cus-
tom and regulated by daily and seasonal events (Fig-
ure  10.2). Men and women worked together in the 
#elds, eking out a bare subsistence from their tiny 
plots of land; they lived in wooden huts, reared their 
children, and found relief in the church’s frequent holy 
days (the source of the modern term holiday). Some of 
the farming innovations (such as three-#eld crop rota-
tion, which allowed the land to replenish itself, and 
improved plows) introduced in the Carolingian pe-
riod began to be more widely used, and the plight of 
the peasants improved. Increasing the productivity of  
the soil brought economic bene#ts to the lord, who 
could then, if he wished, pay the peasants in coin 
and sell them tracts of land. Moreover, the expanding 
commercial economy led many lords to desire more 

Figure 10.2 Agricultural Laborers at 

Work. Aelfric writings, Canterbury. Eleventh 

century. British Library, London, Cott Claud, 

B IV f.79v. In the top panel, four men harvest 

grain with various handheld tools, and, in the 

lower panel, !ve men carry bundles of grain. 

The scribe who painted these panels, as part 

of his copying duties, must have witnessed 

such scenes often in the harvest season. The 

laborers’ costume—a loose-!tting tunic or 

gown, reaching below the knee, belted at 

the waist, and with long sleeves and a round 

neck—was typically worn by both sexes 

in Europe, from the fall of Rome until !tted 

garments emerged, after 1340.
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In Europe’s growing towns, Jewish communities be-
came more numerous and important. Often forbidden 
to own land, Jews specialized in commerce, banking, 
and moneylending. Jewish scholars were sometimes 
con#dentially consulted by Christian schoolmen. The 
growth of Jewish communities led to an increase in 

anti-Semitism. In the twelfth century, mobs attacked 
Jews and governments sometimes con#scated their 
wealth. Atrocities were perpetrated on Jewish commu-
nities by crusading armies on their march to the East 
(see Interpreting Art).

Medieval Government
During the High Middle Ages, four impressive govern-
ments emerged in western Europe: France, En gland, 
Germany, and the papacy. However, their political for-
tunes varied. Germany was the most powerful state 
in tenth-century Europe and the weakest in the thir-
teenth. The papacy rose steadily in power and in"uence 
to about 1200 and then declined. France and England 

items from the East, new trade routes opened. Italian 
cities led this international commerce, trading the lux-
urious woolen cloth of Flanders for the silks of China 
and the spices of the Middle East (Map 10.1). Along 
the overland routes in Europe, local lords guaranteed 
traders safe passage through their territory for a fee. 
In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the fairs of the 
Champagne region in France brought virtually all of 
Europe’s commerce together.

As on the estate, the position of women in the me-
dieval urban world was subordinate to that of men, 
even though urban women often worked closely with 
their husbands in trade or crafts. In this hierarchical 
society, gender roles became increasingly differenti-
ated through custom and legislation. The few women 
with economic power, such as those directly involved 
in manufacturing and trade or the occasional rich 
widow who kept her husband’s business a"oat, were 

exceptions to this general exclusionary rule. Some as-
pects of the cloth and brewing industries were such 
exceptions.

Figure 10.3 AMBROGIO LORENZETTI (active ca. 

1319–1347). Street Scene in Medieval Siena. 

Detail from Allegory of Good Government in 

the City. 1338–1339. Fresco in the Sala della 

Pace, Palazzo Pubblico, Siena. Although an 

idealized image, this painting is nevertheless 

an accurate representation of medieval Siena 

as a bustling country town built on a hill. Signs 

of prosperity abound. In the middle right and 

center, farmers, perhaps from the nearby 

countryside, lead pack animals loaded with 

sacks of wool and other goods. Nearby, three 

weavers are making textiles. On the lower 

right, a goatherd coaxes his "ock, probably to 

the city market. In the middle left foreground, 

a shopkeeper arranges his wares. Through the 

large opening on the left may be glimpsed a 

classroom, where a seated teacher addresses 

his students. On the extreme right, two women, 

perhaps servants, carry objects, one woman 

with a large bundle balanced on her head.
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During this time, the French established themselves 
as the cultural leaders of Europe. France had the best 
university and the most famous scholars. Its architec-
ture was dominant, and its literature was emulated. 
The Capetians, alone among all their contemporaries, 
produced a saint: King Louis IX (r. 1226–1270), or Saint 
Louis, revered for his crusading zeal and personal pi-
ety. France and its monarchy were going to face severe 
challenges in the late Middle Ages, but in 1300 France 
was a formidable force in Europe and vastly stronger 
than it had been in 1000.

The English Monarchy Unlike the French, the 
English suffered several invasions, their ruling fami-
lies were short-lived, and their monarchs were forced 
to relinquish some of their power. In the tenth century 
the Vikings savaged England; in 1016 the country was 
overrun by Cnut of Denmark and, in 1066, conquered 
by William of Normandy (Figure 10.4). In 1135 and 

both developed strong, effective central governments 
but took very different paths to that destination (Time-
line 10.1).

The French Monarchy Patience, luck, fame, feu-
dalism, and faith all contributed to the development 
of the French monarchy. When Hugh Capet came to 
the throne in 987, he established a dynasty that ruled 
until 1328. The Capetians followed similar policies, 
patiently wearing down and overcoming one rival af-
ter another, #rst in northern France and then toward 
the south. They saw two-thirds of their land fall into 
English hands and then got almost all of it back. They 
scrupulously insisted on feudal rights when it suited 
their purposes—seizing lands from recalcitrant vas-
sals, for example, then retaining them. They also built 
up effective institutions. By the end of the thirteenth 
century, King Philip IV “the Fair” (r. 1285–1314) could 
issue laws for all of France.
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MAP 10.1 PRINCIPAL TRADING ROUTES AND TOWNS OF EUROPE, 1300

This map shows the major towns and trading routes in Europe at the end of the High Middle Ages. 1. Note the important role played by sea trade. 

2. Identify some key crossroads of trade. 3. How did the location of the north Italian cities help to make them leaders in trade? 4. Consider the 

extensive nature of the long-distance trade between Europe and its neighbors. 5. Consider also the impact of climate on the products made and 

produced in various regions.

Learning Through Maps
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Henry II, especially after his marriage to Eleanor of 
Aquitaine (1122–1204), controlled directly or indirectly 
some two-thirds of France. Nominally he was a vassal 
of the French king, but the reality was not in French fa-
vor. King John (r. 1199–1215), a weak ruler, managed to 
lose most of England’s French holdings. With his pres-
tige fatally damaged, John’s key vassals forced him to 
sign the Magna Carta in 1215. The king was compelled 
to admit that he was not above the law, had to observe 
due process of law, and had to take baronial advice.

One thing the English barons wanted to advise 
about was the stunning growth of royal institutions 
across the twelfth century. England’s # nancial ministry 

1154 the crown changed hands, and in the thirteenth 
century the English experienced one domestic crisis 
after another. Yet, in spite of the turmoil, England’s 
kings managed to construct an effective kingdom.

As conquerors, Cnut and William the Conqueror 
in the eleventh century, and later Henry II of Anjou 
(r.  1154–1189), possessed some political advantages: 
they had opportunities to redraw the political map. 
Each of these kings was politically astute, however, 
and managed to expand royal power while keeping 
the barons quiescent. Each had vast overseas interests 
that were sometimes distracting but that also provided 
wealth for the rulers and outlets for restless nobles. 

Subject Ecclesia (church) 

lords it over Synagoga (synagogue). 

Sculptures with this theme appeared 

on the facades of several cathedrals 

between 1225 and 1250.

Composition Ecclesia 

stands erect, crowned, and holding 

a battle lance and a chalice—a 

symbol of the Eucharist. Synagoga 

droops, wears a blindfold, bears 

a broken staff, and appears to be 

dropping the tablets of the Jewish 

law. Both personi! cations are lovely, 

but Ecclesia wears a gorgeous gown 

while Synagoga wears a plain shift 

that " ops gracelessly over her feet.

Context The ! gures " ank the 

double doors of the south transept 

of Strasbourg cathedral. The square 

in front of the south doors was a 

major public space in the city and 

the Jewish district was nearby. The 

sculptures proclaimed very publicly 

an anti-Jewish message.

Style and In! uence 

The sculptures, just over life-size, 

are credible human beings. They 

conform to Romanesque “historicist” 

norms, deriving from ancient Roman 

buildings where actual people were 

portrayed. Later, on Gothic buildings, 

facade sculptures became elongated 

and column-like.

Religious Perspective 

Ecclesia and Synagoga " ank a 

sculpture of wise King Solomon 

surmounted by a ! gure of 

Christ. Together the sculptures 

proclaim “supercession”: Grace 

has triumphed over law; the Old 

Testament has value only insofar as 

it foretells Christ. Christianity has 

triumphed over Judaism.

Historical Perspective 

These dramatic ! gures re" ect this 

period’s growing anxiety about 

Jewish wealth and in" uence and 

about Jewish refusals to accept 

Christian teaching. Their placement 

near Strasbourg’s Jewish quarter 

would have made them constantly 

visible, and their meaning would 

have been immediately grasped by 

anyone—Jew or Christian.

Interpreting Art

Figures of Ecclesia and Synagoga on the Facade of the South Transept of Strasbourg 

Cathedral. Ca. 1225. Both Ecclesia and Synagoga ht. approx. 6′4″.

1. Comparison Identify and compare the similarities and dif-

ferences between the two sculptures.

2. Context What is signi! cant about the placement of these 

! gures?

3. Style and In! uence Relate these images to those on Roman 

monuments and buildings (Figures 5.15, 5.16, 5.17, 7.2).

4. Symbolism Name various ways in which these ! gures 

communicate supercession.

5. Historical Perspective What cultural impact would these 

! gures have had in thirteenth-century Strasbourg?
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changes and con! icts with the church. In the tenth 
century, the Ottonian kings built Europe’s strongest 
realm. These " erce warriors, the conquerors of the 
Magyars and of neighboring Slavs, were, after 962, 
once again emperors. They controlled the church, with 
its substantial wealth and educated personnel, and 
were heirs to the Carolingian ideology that they ruled 
by the grace of God and were answerable to God alone.

In the eleventh century, under more peaceful condi-
tions in the east, Germany’s rulers no longer won pres-
tige and plunder, and could not distract the nobles with 
pro" table wars. There were also repeated changes of 
dynasty. In 1056 a powerful king died and left a child 
as his heir—always a dangerous situation in a dynastic 

was ef" cient and incorruptible and its judicial system, 
effective and fair. Through a system of well-ordered 
courts, England began operating with a common law—
a single law applicable to all. During the thirteenth cen-
tury, the barons and townsmen challenged the crown 
over how to institutionalize criticism and dissent. The 
crisis was resolved with the founding of Parliament (a 
“talking together,” from the French parler, “to speak”), a 
venue for the king and the elite to meet, negotiate, and 
make decisions.

The German Empire In contrast to France and 
England, the German Empire did not become uni" ed 
but slowly disintegrated because of frequent dynastic 
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century—when France and England were achieving 
unity—German rulers were more interested in Italy 
than in Germany. And, when they invaded Italy, they 
found themselves facing the formidable Papal States, 
which generated new struggles with the papacy. By 1300 
Germany’s once-powerful monarchy was shattered.

The Papal Monarchy The medieval church was 
a hierarchical institution, and in the High Middle 
Ages the popes reached the high point of their power 
and in!uence. Consequently, historians speak about 
“the papal monarchy.” Papal power rested on several 
foundations. In 910 at Cluny in Burgundy, William of 
Aquitaine founded a monastery, declared it free of all 
lay control, and placed it under the protection of the 
pope (Figure 10.5). Over the next two centuries, Cluny 
became a powerful force for reform in the church as 
its monks insisted on the moral and intellectual re-
form of the clergy, and on freedom for the church. 
Eventually, Cluny’s zeal for reform penetrated Rome 
and the papacy placed itself at the head of a broad re-
form movement—the Investiture Controversy was but 
one aspect of this movement. In the curia—the papal  
government—the papacy built complex institutions 
and, during the High Middle Ages, the judicial and "-
nancial branches of the papal government expanded. 
By 1200 the popes had the most complex government 
in Europe. The legal system, the canon law, of the 
church was unrivaled. The popes had disciplinary 
tools that gave them in!uence all over Europe. They 
could excommunicate an individual—declare him out-
side the community of the faithful. They could impose 
an interdict on a region—a suspension of religious ser-
vices. They could send legates, in effect ambassadors, 

state. Unexpectedly, a major crisis in relations with the 
church broke out.

The Investiture Controversy, ostensibly a strug-
gle over the right to invest—appoint and install— 
churchmen by laymen, was one of the most signi"cant 
events of the Middle Ages. For centuries, powerful 
lords had been investing bishops and abbots with 
their of"ces; this was a way to extend their authority 
through the church, and sometimes they received pay-
ments for making appointments. Where kings were 
concerned, however, the matter was more complicated. 
Insofar as they considered themselves God’s chosen 
agents on earth, they imagined the clergy, even the 
popes, to be their natural helpers and subordinates. 
The clergy came to regard its freedom from lay con-
trol as crucial and also to view the buying and selling 
of church of"ces as a serious sin, called simony. And, 
"nally, the papacy, which had reformed its worldli-
ness, emerged under a series of resolute popes who 
saw themselves as the chief earthly representatives of 
heavenly power, and considered kings and other rul-
ers to be their helpers and subordinates. The Investi-
ture Controversy raged for more than "fty years. In 
the end, secular rulers lost the right to invest clerics 
with the symbols of their religious of"ces although 
they could still draw them into their governments.

Germany suffered a damaging blow to its prestige 
and power during the Investiture Controversy because 
several emperors who confronted the papacy had to 

make humiliating concessions. Simultaneously, the 
rulers faced a restless nobility that took advantage of 
the situation to strengthen its political power. Finally, 
the emperors, attempting to resurrect a new Roman 
Empire, became embroiled in Italy. By the thirteenth 

Figure 10.4 These Men Wonder at 

the Star. Harold. Panel from the Bayeux 

Tapestry. Third quarter of the eleventh 

century. Wool embroidery on linen,  

ht. 20″. Bayeux, France. Today housed  

in the cathedral of Bayeux, this famous 

embroidery provides an important historic 

record of the events leading up to the Battle  

of Hastings in 1066 and presents a justi!cation 

for the Norman conquest of England. Harold 

is cast as a villain who breaks his oath of 

allegiance to William and loses the English 

crown as a result of this treachery. Halley’s 

comet, interpreted as an evil omen, appeared 

over England in February 1066. The comet is 

shown in the center of the upper border. On the 

left, men point to the comet, and on the right 

Harold also seems upset by the comet. Beneath 

Harold and his adviser are outlines of boats, 

implying a possible invasion by the Normans.
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art had Christian themes, and music lifted praises to 
God. Neither before nor since the High Middle Ages 
have Christianity and the Catholic Church exercised 
so profound and pervasive an in!uence.

Christian Beliefs and Practices
The immense authority of the church sprang from 
the belief shared by the overwhelming majority of 
medieval people that the church held the keys to the 
kingdom of heaven and provided the only way to sal-
vation. By attempting to adhere to the Christian moral 
code and by participating in the rituals and ceremo-
nies prescribed by the church and established by tra-
dition, Christians hoped for redemption and eternal 
life after death.

These rituals and ceremonies were inseparable from 
the religious doctrines. They derived from the teach-
ings of Jesus and Paul, the church fathers, particularly 
Augustine, and were further de"ned by medieval theo-
logians. Finally, the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, 
under Pope Innocent III, of"cially proclaimed the sac-
raments as the outward signs of God’s grace and the 
only way to heaven.

As established by the council, the sacraments num-
bered seven: baptism, con"rmation, the Eucharist 
(Holy Communion), penance, marriage, last rites, and 
ordination for the priesthood. Baptism, the Eucharist, 
and penance were deemed of primary importance. 
In baptism, the parents were assured that the infant 
had been rescued from original sin. In the Eucharist, 

to conduct inquiries or to represent them. And they 
could institute courts of Inquisition, strict judicial fo-
rums that operated on the basis of Roman law. Finally, 
popes could call councils. In the Fourth Lateran Coun-
cil of 1215, the largest council since antiquity, Inno-
cent III (pope 1198–1216) presided like the uncrowned 
king of Europe.

By 1300 secular forces were gaining strength in Eu-
rope and many rulers thought the popes had claimed 
too much. Both French and English kings de"ed the 
pope’s refusal to let them tax the clergy. The king of 
France summoned a French bishop before his court, 
much to the pope’s chagrin. Boniface VIII (pope,  
1294–1303) issued a papal bull (from Latin bullum, 
“seal”), Unam Sanctam, with a powerful af"rmation 
of papal primacy in both church and state. However, 
very few rulers honored the bull and some reacted by 
force. For example, the king of France sent his lawyers 
and a military force to arrest the pope. Boniface !ed 
but died soon thereafter.

MEDIEVAL CHRISTIANITY  
AND THE CHURCH
Christianity and the church touched every aspect of 
life in medieval Europe. Important moments of life—
birth, marriage, death—were attended by Christian 
rituals, and the Christian calendar regulated life from 
farming to government. Rulers imagined themselves 
to be divinely appointed and inspired. Literature and 

Figure 10.5 Pope Urban II Consecrates 

the Great Abbey Church of Cluny (III). 

Book of Of"ces. Late twelfth century. 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris.  

In this small manuscript painting, Pope Urban II  

(r. 1088–1099) consecrates the third version 

of the Great Abbey Church at Cluny. In the 

consecration service, the church is transformed 

into sacred ground and thus dedicated to 

the service of God. Framed by architectural 

features suggestive of the church’s interior, 

the pope (the large standing !gure on the left) 

offers a papal blessing before the high altar 

(under the domed center section). The artist 

has skillfully suggested a crowded church of 

worshipers, including Cluniac monks and nuns 

and various church of!cials. Pope Urban II,  

a member of the Cluniac order, preached the 

First Crusade in 1095.
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had elaborate and lengthy worship, the Cistercians 
understood work as manual labor and simpli"ed their 
worship.

In convents, women could devote themselves to 
Christ and follow ascetic lives "lled with prayer, con-
templation, and service. And they could live in commu-
nity with other women, under the authority of women. 
In some houses, they had opportunities for education. 
Convents had existed since late antiquity, although sel-
dom with the large endowments monasteries enjoyed 
or with as much in!uence in local affairs.

Convent life nurtured several gifted women who 
in!uenced this age, most notably Hildegard of Bin-
gen (1098–1179), founder and abbess of the Benedictine 
house of Rupertsberg near Bingen (modern Germany). 
Her writing and preaching attracted scores of support-

ers in Germany, France, and Switzerland, including 
most of her male superiors. She was highly in!uential 
with major "gures of the time, as evidenced by her cor-
respondence with Eleanor of Aquitaine, the emperor 
Frederick Barbarossa, and various popes. Hildegard 
wrote on the medical arts, music, theology, and the his-
tory of science, but her visionary tracts had the most 
impact on her contemporaries. Her "rst book, titled 
Scivias (Know the Ways of the Lord), included descrip-
tions of her visions, the texts of liturgical songs, and 
a sung morality play, Ordo Virtutum (The Company of 

the Virtues), the "rst of its kind. She also illuminated 
manuscripts (Figure 10.6) and composed sacred po-
etry, which has survived in monophonic musical set-
tings and has found new audiences today. Hildegard 
was a bold talent and left a superb legacy, especially 
given the belief of the time that it was dangerous to 
teach a woman to read and write, because it could lead 
to independent-mindedness and thus upset the social 
order.

Another type of religious order appeared in the 
thirteenth century with the rise of two major mendi-

cant, or begging, orders, the Franciscans and the Do-
minicans, whose members were called friars (from 
Latin fratres, “brothers”). The Franciscans had an urban 
ministry, working among the poor and sick, and the 
Dominicans were preachers, working among heretics. 
Although both orders made important contributions, 
the Franciscans had a greater impact on medieval so-
ciety, largely because of the attractive nature of the 
order’s sainted founder, Francis (1182–1226), and their 
urban work. Francis’s piety, sel!essness, and legend-
ary humility remain inspiring (Figure 10.7).

Alongside monastic reform, in the thirteenth cen-
tury a wave of lay piety swelled up from all ranks of 
society, triggered by a mixture of religious fervor and 
social protest. Typical of these novel movements were 
the beguines, independent communities of laywomen 
dedicated to good works, poverty, chastity, and reli-
gious devotion. Unlike nuns, who isolated themselves 

the central part of the Mass, the church taught that a 
miracle occurred whereby God, through the priest, 
turned the bread and wine into the body and blood 
of Jesus. That the outer appearance of the bread and 
wine remained the same while their inner substance 
changed was explained by medieval theologians in 
the doctrine of transubstantiation.

Penance evolved into a rather complicated practice. 
First, sinners felt contrition—sorrow—and then they 
confessed their sins individually to a priest; the priest 
conveyed God’s forgiveness for the mortal penalties of 
sin so that hell could be avoided; the priest then di-
rected that an earthly punishment—the penance—be 
carried out in an effort to erase the effects of the sin. 

Depending on the severity of the sin, penance could 
range from a few prayers to a pilgrimage or a crusade. 
This sacrament was made even more complex by its 
association with purgatory.

With the groundwork laid by Augustine in the "fth 
century and Pope Gregory the Great in the sixth cen-
tury, the doctrine of purgatory was given more explicit 
form by thinkers of the High Middle Ages. Neither hell 
nor heaven, purgatory was a third place, where those 
who had died in a state of grace could avoid damna-
tion by being purged, or puri"ed, from all stain of sin. 
All souls in purgatory were ultimately destined for 
heaven; penance was a means of reducing time in pur-
gatory. Thus the living could do penance on earth in 
hope of spending less time in purgatory.

Religious Orders and Lay Piety
The clergy were the most visible signs of the church’s 
presence in everyday life. The “secular” clergy (from 
Latin saeculum, “world”) moved freely in society, and 
the “regular” clergy lived apart from the world in 
monasteries under a special rule (regula, in Latin). The 
monasteries served as refuges from the world, where 
men and women could seek salvation by daily rounds 
of prayer.

As noted earlier, the Cluniac monks originated the 
reform movement that helped to establish the moral 
and political authority of the medieval church. Other 
waves of reform followed, the most important of 
which was represented by the founding of the Cister-
cian order in the twelfth century. Bernard of Clairvaux 
[klair-VOH] (1090–1153), a saint, a mystic, and one of 
the most forceful personalities of the period, founded 
over 160  Cistercian abbeys. The Cistercians believed 
that the Cluniacs were too rich and powerful and that 

they failed to observe the Rule of St. Benedict strictly. 
They adopted an austere life and often lived in iso-
lated monasteries where the brothers worked with the 
local peasants. Whereas the Cluniacs understood the 
Benedictine motto “To Labor Is To Pray” in such a way 
that they turned prayer into work and accordingly 

236 CHAPTER TEN: THE HIGH MIDDLE AGES



from the world, the beguines had regular contact with 
society—caring for the sick at home and in hospitals, 
teaching in both girls’ and boys’ schools, and working 
in the textile industry. The beguines "rst established 
themselves in northern France and then, along with 
male lay brethren called beghards, spread to Ger-
many and the Netherlands, usually in proximity to 

Dominican houses. Some members of these communi-
ties became in!uential spiritual guides. For example, 
Mechthild of Magdeburg (about 1207–1282) wrote The 

Flowing Light of the Godhead, a mystical account of her 
religious odyssey. The beguine and beghard commu-
nities also provided the audience for medieval Germa-
ny’s "nest devotional writer and a great mystic of the 
Christian tradition, Meister Eckhart (about 1260–1328).

Figure 10.7 ATTRIBUTED TO GIOTTO. St. Francis 

of Assisi’s Trial by Fire Before the Sultan. 

Before 1300. Fresco. Basilica of St. Francis, 

Assisi, Upper Church, nave. This painting, 

from a cycle of twenty-eight frescoes detailing 

the life and miracles of St. Francis of Assisi, 

shows the saint (center, with a halo around his 

head) preaching before the enthroned sultan 

al-Malik Kamil (r. 1218–1238), the last of the 

Ayyubid dynasty (right). The setting is Egypt, 

the center of the sultan’s holdings, which 

included Syria and Palestine. Trying to convert 

the sultan to Christianity, St. Francis, backed 

by a second Franciscan friar, challenges the 

sultan’s Islamic clergy to join in a walk through 

the blazing !re on the bottom left, as a test 

of their respective religious faiths. The sultan 

gestures toward the !re with his right hand, as 

four Muslim clergy prepare to leave on the far 

left. This fresco, completed perhaps seventy 

years after the saint’s death, was painted 

during a time when Franciscan missionaries 

were active in Egypt and other Middle Eastern 

lands.

Figure 10.6 Hildegard’s Awakening: A Self-Portrait from Scivias. 

Ca. 1150. Hildegard’s description of the moment when she received 

the word of God is effectively captured in this illumination: a “burning 

light coming from heaven poured into my mind.” The Holy Spirit in"ames 

her mind as she etches the word of God on a tablet; Volmar, the priest 

of the abbey and her loyal secretary, gazes at the event. The simplistic 

sketch of the towers and building is typical of twelfth-century illuminated 

manuscripts.
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naries to help them recover their lost lands. After about 
1000, Italian merchants began expanding their com-
mercial enterprises in the Mediterranean at the expense 
of the Muslims. The Peace and Truce of God may have 
diverted violence outside European society. Already in 
the tenth century a series of wars launched in Spain by 
Christian rulers against Muslim authorities—called the 
Reconquista, “the reconquest”—served as a precedent 
for campaigns in the eastern Mediterranean. In 1095, 
with a powerful speech at Clermont in France, Pope Ur-
ban II tapped these forces to launch the movement we 
now know as the Crusades.

The First Crusade did recapture Jerusalem and 
established several small, vulnerable crusader prin-

cipalities in the eastern Mediterranean. Subsequent 
Crusades were less successful. The Fourth Crusade in 
1204 went terribly wrong for the papacy and the cru-
sading movement when the Venetians, who were to 
transport the crusaders, hijacked it to attack enemies 
in the Adriatic before a would-be Byzantine ruler per-
suaded the crusaders to attack Constantinople. From 
1204 to 1261 the Byzantine Empire was in the hands of 
western knights, a fatal blow to the empire. Later Cru-

sades, even one led by Saint Louis, failed because the 
crusaders had no secure footing in the Muslim East. In 
1291 Muslim forces captured the last crusader strong-
hold, Acre, and the movement effectively ended.

The Byzantines had wanted soldiers to help them re-
capture Anatolia and watched helplessly as religiously 
inspired Westerners sought to liberate the Holy Land. 
Italian merchants gained valuable trade concessions 
all over the eastern Mediterranean, which they main-
tained until modern times. Large numbers of landless 
young warriors sought their fortunes in the East, but 
Europe did not become noticeably less violent. Women 
sometimes gained authority as they managed the lands 
of their absent husbands. While the Crusades stand as 
a symbol of the expansive energy and religious zeal 
of high medieval Europe, their long-term impact was 
a heightening of the already tense relations between 
Christians and Muslims (Figure 10.8).

Beyond the Boundaries
The Crusades were not the only incidents of Europe’s 
expansion beyond its traditional boundaries. A num-
ber of intrepid mendicant missionaries set out to con-
vert the fearsome Mongols (see Chapter 9), who had 
obliterated the remnants of the caliphate. Among 
them was William of Rubruck (1220–1293), a Flemish 

Franciscan. He had accompanied Saint Louis on the 
Seventh Crusade (1248) but then set out from Con-
stantinople to try to win the Mongols for Christianity. 
He traveled more than six thousand miles and failed 
in his mission because the Mongols eventually con-
verted to Islam. William’s Itinerary, an account of his 

Beguines, beghards, and mendicants won approval 
from religious authorities, but other lay groups were 
condemned as heretics because they refused to submit 
to ecclesiastical authority. The most prominent of these 
heretical sects was the Albigensian, which was centered 
at Albi in southern France. The Albigensians were also 
known as Cathars (from the Greek for “pure”). Their 

unorthodox beliefs were derived partly from Zoro-
astrianism (see Chapter 1), the source of their concept 
of a universal struggle between a good God and an evil 
deity, and partly from Manichaeism, the source of their 
notion that the !esh is evil. The Albigensians stressed 
that Jesus was divine and not human, that the wealth of 
the church was a sign of its depravity, and that the goal 
of Christian living was to achieve the status of Cathari, 
or perfection.

These unorthodox beliefs spread rapidly across 
much of southern France, permeating the church and 
the secular society. After they murdered his legate in 
1208, Pope Innocent III called for a crusade against the 
Albigensians. His call appealed to the nobles eager 
to seize the heretics’ land, kings eager to extend their 
authority in the south, and persons of faith who were 
offended by heresy. It took decades to root out the 
Albigensians. The heretics were treated with cruelty, 
and, as the thirteenth century proceeded, many of 
them were summoned before courts of Inquisition—
ecclesiastical tribunals charged with identifying her-
esy. The crusade against the Albigensians re!ected a 
shared medieval belief: those who rejected Catholic 
beliefs were traitors.

There were also groups that were less obviously un-
orthodox. The Waldensians—for example, followers of 
Valdes (or Peter Waldo; about 1180–1210), from Lyons 
in France—wished to follow what they believed to be 
the apostolic life: they wanted to embrace poverty and 
preaching. The church grudgingly accepted the former 

but refused the latter. Some Waldensians were recon-
ciled but others were declared heretics.

The Crusades
The Crusades were a de"ning event of the High 
Middle Ages—and like all de"ning events the Cru-
sades are and have remained controversial. To free 
the Holy Land, or Palestine, from the Muslims, whom 
Christians then regarded as unbelievers, the Christian 
church preached nine Crusades between 1095 and 1272 
but many motives propelled the crusading movement. 
Modern scholars call these campaigns the “Crusades” 
because their soldiers were crucesignati, “signed by 
the cross” (crusaders wore crosses on their clothing). 

Scholars also enumerate the Crusades, “First,” “Sec-
ond,” and so forth.

After their defeat by the Seljuk Turks at Manzikert 
in 1171, the Byzantines appealed to the pope for merce- 
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dral schools—appealed to an age that was hungry for 
learning and set Europe’s intellectual tone until about 
1200. During these two centuries, the only serious ri-
val to the schools was a handful of independent schol-
ars who drew crowds of students to their lectures in 
Paris and elsewhere. By 1200 new educational insti-
tutions had arisen—the universities—that soon sur-
passed both the monastic and cathedral schools and 

the independent masters. Since then, universities have 
dominated intellectual life in the West.

The Development of Scholasticism Scholasti-

cism is a term applied to the style and substance of 
learning in the High Middle Ages. The arts curricu-
lum remained dominant in this period, but whereas 
grammar had been the focus in the Carolingian pe-

riod, logic came to dominate after about 1100. During 
the eleventh century, several thorny theological prob-
lems had arisen and scholars began to approach them 
in a new way. Instead of appealing to  authorities—
the Bible, the church fathers, decisions of church 
councils, papal decrees—theologians began to apply 
logical analysis, human reasoning, to the solution of 
problems.

Across the High Middle Ages, more of the work of 
Aristotle became available to scholars. Some of Aristo-
tle’s logical tracts had been available for a long time in 
the translations of Boethius (see Chapter 8), but now 
more of his logical work plus a host of his other writ-
ings were accessible. Most of this work entered Europe 
via Latin translations from medieval Arabic transla-

tions of the Greek originals. Aristotle was a pagan, so 

remarkable travels, circulated widely in Europe and 
heightened interest in exotic lands and peoples. Wil-
liam sparked a correspondence between the Mongol 
khans and the papacy.

 More famous than William was the Venetian 
merchant and traveler Marco Polo (1254–1324), 
whose father and uncle set out into Asia and ap-

parently met Kublai Khan in 1269. A little later the 
three of them began an epic journey that lasted twenty-
four years and ended at the imperial court in China. 
Marco’s Memoires—interestingly, published in French, 
then the international language—provided Europeans 
with an exciting and informative account—how much 
of it is strictly accurate will never be known—that in-
spired people for centuries to explore the Orient on 
their own. Not least among them was Christopher 
Columbus.

William and Marco opened the eyes of Europeans to 
worlds they had scarcely imagined but with which they 
would have increasing relations until the present day.

THE AGE OF SYNTHESIS: 
EQUILIBRIUM BETWEEN THE 
SPIRITUAL AND THE SECULAR
Between 1000 and 1300, Christian values permeated 
European cultural life. The Christian faith was a uni-
fying agent that reconciled the opposing realms of 
the spiritual and the secular, the immaterial and the 
material—as symbolized in many cities and towns by 
the soaring spires of the local cathedral—a bishop’s 
church, named after his cathedra, or chair, the seat of 
his authority (Figure 10.9). Medieval culture drew from 
the humanities of the classical world, the heritage of the 
various European peoples, and, to a lesser extent, the 
traditions of Byzantium and Islam. Because of these di-
verse in!uences, the culture of the High Middle Ages 
was never uniform. What many writers, thinkers, and 
artists shared was a set of common sources, concerns, 
and interests.

Theology and Learning
From about 1000 onward, scholars revived the school 
system that had !ourished under the Carolingians. 
These monastic schools—along with many new cathe- 

Figure 10.8 Crusaders Attacking a Muslim Fortress. Twelfth 

century. Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris. Crusaders, dressed 

in chain mail, catapult severed enemy heads into a Muslim fortress. Note 

the identifying cross on the banner at the top. Mutual atrocities, such as 

depicted here, fueled horror stories of the Crusades and helped engender 

a legacy of mistrust that still complicates Western and Muslim relations 

today.
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Heloise

THE ABBESS OF LE PARACLETE, FOUNDED BY ABELARD

The letters of Abelard, a monk, and his student Heloise 
(about 1101–1164), who later became a nun, are still read 
because they offer glimpses into the hearts of lovers whose 
devotion transcends any historical period or social con-
text. In this letter, Heloise writes to Abelard after they have 
been forced to separate. His scholarly reputation has been 
tainted, and, for his transgression, Abelard has been cas-
trated by men in the hire of Fulbert, Heloise’s uncle and 
protector.

You know, beloved, as the whole world knows, how 
much I have lost in you, how at one wretched stroke of 
fortune that supreme act of ! agrant treachery robbed 
me of my very self in robbing me of you; and how my 
sorrow for my loss is nothing compared with what 
I feel for the manner in which I lost you. Surely the 
greater the cause for grief the greater the need for the 
help of consolation, and this no one can bring but you; 
you are the sole cause of my sorrow, and you alone 
can grant me the grace of consolation. . . . God knows 
I never sought anything in you except yourself; I 
wanted simply you, nothing of yours. I looked for no 
marriage-bond, no marriage portion, and it was not 

my own pleasures and wishes I sought to gratify, as 
you well know, but yours. The name of wife may seem 
more sacred or more binding, but sweeter for me will 
always be the word mistress, or, if you will permit me, 
that of concubine or whore. I believed that the more I 
humbled myself on your account, the more gratitude 
I would win from you, and also the less damage I 
should do to the brightness of your reputation.

Interpreting This Slice of Life

1. What are the relationships among Abelard, Helo-
ise, and Fulbert?

2. What is the treachery to which Heloise refers in her 
letter?

3. In what ways does Heloise think Abelard can con-
sole her?

4. How does Heloise describe her love and relationship 
to Abelard?

5. Why do we still read their correspondence and love 
letters?

6. Does this letter have a modern tone and message? 
Why or why not?

SLICE OF LIFE
When Love Knows No Boundaries

Figure 10.9 Auxerre Cathedral. Begun 

ca. 1225. Auxerre, France. Looming over 

the town and dominating the countryside for 

miles around, the Gothic cathedral symbolized 

the preeminent role of the Christian church in 

medieval life. No other building could soar past 

its spires, either literally or ! guratively. People 

worshiped inside it, built their houses right 

up to its walls, and conducted their business 

affairs within the shadows of its towers. Thus, 

the cathedral also symbolized the integration of 

the secular and the sacred in medieval life.
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The Rise of the Universities The university—
called a studium generale because it was a place where 
almost everything could be studied—emerged around 
1200 in the towns where numerous masters and pupils 
converged. Imitating the practices of secular guilds, 
the masters organized, in the north, and the students, 
in the south, especially in Italy. Irrespective of who 
organized the university, the central issues were fac-
ulty appointments, curricula, examinations, and fees. 
The universities secured charters from both royal and 
ecclesiastical authorities. Universities typically had an 
arts faculty and then one or more higher faculties in 
law, medicine, and theology. Paris was especially fa-
mous for theology, Bologna for law, Montpellier for 
medicine. Students came from all over Europe to at-
tend universities and, as foreigners, life was often hard 
for them; they were overcharged for food and housing 
and were mistreated by the local townspeople. The 
baccalaureate degree was earned after four to six years 
of intense engagement with the liberal arts. Higher 
degrees in specialized subjects could take years and 
followed upon the production of a serious piece of 
scholarship and a rigorous public examination.

Intellectual Controversy and Thomas Aquinas 
The Scholasticism of the thirteenth century differed in 
degree, not in kind, from that of the twelfth. Resting 
on systematization and controversy, it culminated in 
the magisterial works of Thomas Aquinas.

Already in the twelfth century, some scholars had 
begun to organize learning across whole " elds. Gra-
tian (d. by 1160), a monk from Bologna, produced the 
Decretum, a systematic manual of canon law contain-
ing more than four thousand entries drawn from the 
Bible, church fathers, and conciliar and papal decrees. 
It became the standard reference and textbook for 
canon law. Peter Lombard (1100–1160) wrote Four Books 

of Sentences (a “sentence” is a conclusion in a Scholastic 
disputation) treating in thorough and orderly fashion 
virtually the whole of the Christian faith under the 
headings the Trinity, the Creation and Sin, the Incar-
nation and the Virtues, and the Sacraments. For cen-
turies the Sentences was the standard text in theology.

Islamic thinkers, among them Ibn Rushd [IB-en 
RUSHT], known in the West as Averroës [uh-VER-uh-
weez] (see Chapter 9), contributed to the development 
of Scholastic thought. Averroës was a major Aristote-
lian scholar who wrote vast commentaries—detailed 
explanations and interpretations—on the master’s 
writings. He took from Aristotle certain ideas such as 
the eternity of matter and the denial of individual im-
mortality. As more of Aristotle’s works became avail-
able, and as Averroës’ commentaries circulated, some 
scholars at the University of Paris, called Latin Aver-
roists, believed they could reconcile those writings 

his immense learning posed an acute problem: How 
could the potentially competing claims of faith and 
reason, of natural and of divine truth, be reconciled?

The Scholastic method used deductive logic to 
clarify existing issues and to explore the intellectual 
rami" cations of a topic. A Scholastic thinker would 
pose a problem, argue for and against various possible 
solutions to the problem, and then draw a conclusion, 
which itself led to a new problem. The arguments de-
ployed might come from Christian or pagan sources, 
but the aim was to achieve synthesis and recon-
ciliation, not to prove that one kind of learning was 
superior to another. Anselm (1033–1109), the most ac-
complished logician since Aristotle and the formu-
lator of an ingenious proof for the existence of God, 
expressed the early Scholastic view this way: “Faith 
Seeking Understanding.”

Peter Abelard Among the daring independent 
masters who challenged the standing of the great ca-
thedral schools, the greatest, and most controversial, 
was Peter Abelard [AB-uh-lard] (1079–1142). Intellectu-
ally gifted and instinctively argumentative, Abelard 
quarreled with his own teachers and with other in-
! uential scholars. He quickly became the sensation of 
Paris and his words found eager listeners.

What divided Abelard and his teachers was the 
problem of universals, an intellectual issue that 
arose between 1050 and 1150 and attracted attention 
for centuries. This controversy revolved around the 
question of whether or not universals, or general con-
cepts, such as “human being” and “church,” exist in 
reality or only in the mind. At stake in this dispute 
between the two schools of thought, known as real-

ism and nominalism, were basic Christian ideas, such 
as whether Jesus’s sacri" ce had removed the stain of 
original sin from each individual. The realists, fol-
lowing Plato, reasoned that universals do exist inde-
pendently of physical objects and the human mind. 
Hence, “humanity,” for example, is present, albeit im-
perfectly perceived, in every individual. In opposition, 
the nominalists said that universals are merely names 
(from Latin nomen, name) and claimed that only par-
ticular objects are real. Hence, “church” and “human 
being” exist only in particular instances.

In these debates, Abelard showed that extreme real-
ism denied human individuality and was thus incon-
sistent with church teachings. For his part, Abelard 
taught a moderate realism that held that the univer-
sals existed, but only as mental concepts and as men-
tal devices to sharpen and focus thinking. When new 
translations of Aristotle became available, thinkers 
discovered that Abelard and the Greek genius agreed 
in part about universals, a discovery that further en-
hanced Abelard’s fame.
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Science and Medicine
Medieval science inherited classical works and inter-
preted them within the framework of Christian theol-
ogy. As noted above, by 1200, many Latin translations 
of Arabic versions of Greek scienti"c and philosophi-
cal works, as well as original writings by Muslim sci-
entists and thinkers, were available in the West. Their 
arrival coincided with the birth of the universities. 
The spread of these writings encouraged scienti"c-
minded scholars to explore the natural world. Once 
again, con!icts and differences arose as natural truths 
confronted Christian teachings.

Science Scholastic thinkers faced the daunting 
challenge of reconciling Aristotelian science and its 
Muslim commentaries with Christian thought. For 
Thomas Aquinas, the study of nature was not an end 
in itself but a means to understand God and his cre-
ation. Thus, any question about the natural world, 
such as motion, light, cosmology, or matter, would 
include Aristotle’s and other thinkers’ explanations, 
but the reason to explore these topics was to discover 
God’s purposes, such as for creating the universe (cos-
mology) or living things (matter). Often the pursuits 
of medieval science were in direct relationship to their 
theological importance, such as studying light in or-
der to account for a particular characteristic of God 
(“God is Light”) or trying to understand the process 
of creation found in the biblical book of Genesis. Even 
though the role of reason was carefully circumscribed 
within the context of Christian thought and often had 
to give way to revelation, a genuine rational tradition 
persisted throughout this period—one that originated 
in ancient Greece and passed through medieval Islam, 
then would be transmitted into Renaissance thought, 

and, "nally, would help bring about the Scienti"c Rev-
olution, which would inaugurate modern times.

Medicine Medieval medicine also inherited beliefs 
and practices from the past while making signi"cant 
advances. The preservation of ancient medical texts 
and the teaching of these works in the newly founded 
universities and hospitals paved the way for modern 
medicine.

Included in the vast number of Greek and Roman 
texts now made available to the learned were the writ-
ings of Hippocrates and Galen (see Chapters 3 and 
7). Their works, along with The Canon of Medicine, by 
the Muslim scholar Avicenna (see Chapter 9), became 
the basis of the curricula in the new medical schools. 

The "rst prestigious medical schools were in Salerno, 
Italy, dating from the ninth century, and Montpellier, 
France, founded in about 1200; they were eclipsed in 
the late Middle Ages by new medical schools in Paris, 
and in Bologna and Padua, in Italy.

with Christian doctrines. Differences of opinion be-
came more acute when in 1255 the Parisian masters 
assigned the teaching of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and 
writings on natural science. The Latin Averroists 
wished to keep philosophy and theology distinct, and 
they were accused of teaching a double truth. When 
those in charge of the curriculum realized the chal-
lenges posed by Averroës and his disciples, they con-
demned many Averroist propositions.

Parisian theologians devised two ways to relate 
the new learning to orthodox beliefs. The more tradi-
tional view was set forth by the Franciscan Bonaven-

ture [bahn-uh-VEN-chur] (1221–1274). Denying that 
knowledge was possible apart from God’s grace, Bon-
aventure, following Augustine’s mode of reasoning, 
argued that truth had to begin in the supernatural 
world and thus could not arise in the senses, as Aris-
totle had argued. A new and brilliant theological view, 
and the one that prevailed, was set forth by Thomas 
Aquinas [uh-KWI-nus] (1226–1274), a Dominican friar 
who taught at the University of Paris for many years. 
Avoiding the pure rationalism of the Latin Averroists 
and the Augustinianism of Bonaventure, Thomas 
Aquinas steered a middle path, or via media, which 
gave Aristotle a central role in his theology while 
honoring traditional Christian beliefs. This theologi-
cal system—called Thomism—in its complex design 
and sheer elegance remains one of the outstanding 
achievements of the High Middle Ages.

Of Thomas Aquinas’s two monumental summas—
comprehensive summaries of human thought—the 
Summa Theologica is his masterpiece. In this work, he 
showed that God had given human beings two divine 
paths to truth: reason and faith. Following Aristotle, 
he made the senses a legitimate source for human 
knowledge—a bold step that sharpened the difference 
between reason and faith. At the same time, Thomism 
escaped the strict rationalism of the Latin Averroists 
by denying that philosophy, or reason, could answer 
all theological questions. Aquinas claimed that natu-
ral reason, based on sensory knowledge, could prove 
certain truths—that God and the soul exist—but that 
spiritual reason (or revealed truth) alone could prove 
that the soul was immortal, that Jesus had been born 
of a virgin, and that God was Triune, or had three 
aspects.

Thomas Aquinas’s contributions to medieval thought 
extended beyond theology into political and economic 
matters. He followed Aristotle in seeing the secular 
state as natural and necessary. For Aquinas, politics 
and society had “natural” ethical roots, which allowed 
him to write about, for example, law, marriage, and 
economic issues such as usury (the practice of charg-
ing exorbitant interest) and setting a just price for con-
sumer goods.
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ary genre, the chansons de geste, or “songs of brave 
deeds,” the majority of which were composed in Old 
French. The chansons de geste honored the heroic ad-
ventures of warriors who had lived in the time of 
Charlemagne and often memorialized a minor battle 
or, more rarely, even a defeat. These epics were based 
on Christian values, but supernatural and magical 
elements were commonly a part of their plots. Of the 
many chansons de geste, the masterpiece is the Song of 

Roland, which became the standard for the genre (Fig-
ure 10.10).

In these schools, aspiring doctors read medical 
works, attended lectures by scholars and practicing 
physicians, dissected human bodies (after the mid–
thirteenth century), and learned to identify and treat 

certain disorders and diseases. Students were taught 
that the body is composed of four humors—black bile, 
phlegm, blood, and yellow bile—a belief of the ancient 
Greeks. Patients who suffered from certain maladies 
would be treated to correct the imbalance of humors 
by means of herbs, diet, or bleeding. Of the many 
teachers in these schools, perhaps the most in!uential 

was William of Saliceto [sah-le-CHAY-toe] (1210–1277), 
an Italian who taught at the University of Bologna 
and, later, was city physician (appointed medical of-
"cer) in Verona, Italy. In his book, Cyrurgia, or Surgery, 
the most advanced study on this subject in his day, he 
discussed surgical anatomy and advocated a union 
between medicine and surgery—a view that ran con-
trary to the prevailing medical wisdom that relegated 
surgery to the status of a craft. In the twelfth century, 
an anonymous author compiled three lengthy medical 
texts that came to be called the Trotula. The second of 
these treatises, On the Cures of Women, was probably 
written by a woman named Trota.

The physicians formed guilds to set standards and 
regulate the profession; many became rich. Cities also 
built the "rst hospitals in the West, often founded by 
religious orders or by secular guilds. These hospi-
tals were one of the few places women could be in-
volved in medicine as nurses, since they were barred 
from medical school. Poorer city dwellers relied on 
untrained doctors or barbers who performed simple 
operations. Apothecaries sold drugs that were usually 
herbal or derived from animals or from minerals be-
lieved to possess healing powers.

Literature
Latin remained the language of learning, but not all 
Latin writings were con"ned to law, philosophy, and 
theology. There were numerous histories treating the 
ancient world or the age of King Arthur but more often 
chronicling the contemporary period. Latin poetry—
especially Latin lyric poetry—!ourished as well, rich 
in metric subtleties, extremely learned in content, and 

"lled with classical and Christian allusions. Some 
of the poets, the goliards, or roaming scholars, were 
probably young clerics who addressed both church in-
tellectual and secular audiences with poems ranging 
from sophisticated intellectual topics to lighthearted 
themes of love.

The most surprising development of the High 
Middle Ages was the explosion of writing in the ver-
nacular, or popular, spoken language. Lay poets at 
the courts of northern France developed a new liter- 

Figure 10.10 Charlemagne Panels. Ca. 1220–1225. Stained-glass 

window, Chartres cathedral. Chartres, France. The Song of Roland  

was so well known and well loved that scenes from the poem were 

depicted in the stained-glass windows of Chartres cathedral, constructed 

in the thirteenth century. Even though the Charlemagne panels were 

inspired by a secular poem, they were situated in the ambulatory behind 

the main altar, one of the cathedral’s most sacred areas. In one scene, 

Charlemagne is shown arriving too late to save Roland’s life. Other panels 

depict him donating a church and traveling to Constantinople.
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Courtly Writing Inspired by Latin lyric verse, and 
perhaps by the love poetry of Islamic Spain (see Chap-
ter 9), vernacular lyric poetry began to appear in the 
eleventh century in the Provençal dialect of southern 
France. Its supreme expression was the canzone, or 
love poem, the ancestor of all later Western love po-
etry. At the cultured courts of southern France, profes-
sional minstrels, or entertainers, sang the songs before 
the assembled court; the poems’ composers, called 
troubadors (from Provençal trobar; compare French 
trouver, “to "nd”—thus troubadors were “"nders,” 
“inventors”) came from various social classes, includ-
ing nobles. Addressed to court ladies whose identi-
ties were thinly disguised in the poems, troubadors 
made devotion to a highborn, probably unattainable, 
woman the passionate ideal of the chivalrous knight. 
In the mature Provençal lyrics, adulterous passion 
was the central theme, and women were idolized and 
made the masters over men. Where previously adora-
tion had been reserved for God, the troubadour lyrics 
now celebrated the worship of women (Figure 10.11).

After 1150, courtly romances replaced the chansons 

de geste in popularity. The romances were long narra-
tives, usually in verse, of the chivalric and sentimental 
adventures of knights and ladies. The name romance 
arose from mettre en romanz, Old French for “to put into 
the vernacular.” Their subjects derived from stories of 
ancient Troy and Celtic legends from the British Isles, 
the most enduring of which proved to be the stories of 
King Arthur and his knights of the Round Table.

The "rst poet to make Arthur and his court his 

subject was Chrétien de Troyes [KRAY-tyan duh 
TRWAH], who set the standard for later romances. 
Chrétien (!. 1165–1180) was the court poet of Marie de 
Champagne, the countess of Champagne. His treat-
ment of the adulterous love of the knight Lancelot 
and Arthur’s queen, Guinevere, is characteristic of the 
way romances combined aristocratic, courtly, and reli-

gious themes. In this version, Lancelot rescues Queen 
Guinevere after experiencing many adventures and 
personal humiliations for her sake; this humbling of 
Lancelot is necessary to teach him to love Guinevere 
with unquestioning obedience. But Lancelot has to 
cope with his loyalty to Arthur, his lord and Guinev-
ere’s husband.

Another literary genre that !ourished simultane-
ously with the romance was the lay (French, lai), a 
short lyric or narrative poem meant to be sung to the 
accompaniment of an instrument such as a harp. The 
oldest lays are the twelve surviving by Marie de France 
(!. about 1170), a poet from Brittany who lived most  
of her life in England. Based on Arthurian stories,  
Marie de France’s lays were stories of courtly love, of-
ten adulterous (for instance, a young wife kept under 
close watch by a jealous old husband), usually faced 

with con!ict, always with a moral lesson. Writing in 

The basis for the Song of Roland was passed down 
orally for three hundred years and did not reach its 
"nal written form until about 1100. The narrative is 
based on a historical event, the destruction of a troop 
of Frankish warriors, led by Count Roland (a vassal of 
Charlemagne) and of Charlemagne’s revenge for this 

massacre. Superimposed on this supposedly Carolin-
gian tale are later chivalric values, militant Christian-
ity, and primitive nationalism. For example, Roland 
and his men are brave, loyal, pious, and honorable—
exaggerating the ideals of Charlemagne’s day. Char-

lemagne never fought Muslims in Spain, and Roland 
was killed by Basques in the Pyrenees, but the Song of 

Roland breathes the spirit of the First Crusade. Finally, 
this poem portrayed the Franks as ready to die for 
“sweet France,” a notion unthinkable in Charlemagne’s 

time but emerging in the twelfth century.

Figure 10.11 Konrad von Altstetten Embracing His Beloved in the 

Springtime. Manesse Codex, Zurich. Ca. 1300. Heidelberg University 

Library. (Codex pal. Germ. 848 fol 249 v.) 14 × 97/8″. This manuscript 

contains the largest collection of Middle High German love songs. The 

charming and vivid scene shown here reveals love emerging in the 

springtime. Konrad von Altstetten may have been the mayor of St. Gallen  

in the early fourteenth century.
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eternal female. With Beatrice’s guidance, Dante enters 
paradise and rises to a vision of God, for him “the love 
that moves the sun and all the stars.”

The majestic complexity of Dante’s monumen-
tal poem, however, can scarcely be conveyed by this 
simple synopsis. Written as an allegory, the Divine 

Comedy was meant to be understood on several levels. 
Read literally, the poem bears witness to the author’s 
personal fears as a mortal sinner yet af"rms his hope 
for eternal salvation. Read allegorically, the poem rep-
resents a comprehensive synthesis of the opposing 
tendencies that characterized medieval culture, such 
as balancing the classical with the Christian, Aristo-
tle with Aquinas, the ancient with the new, the proud 
with the humble, the profane with the sacred, and the 
secular with the spiritual.

Of the great cultural symbols that abound in the 
Divine Comedy, the richest in meaning are the cen-
tral "gures of Virgil and Beatrice, who represent hu-
man reason and divine revelation, respectively. In 
the poem, Virgil is made inferior to Beatrice, thus re-

vealing Dante’s acceptance of a basic idea of Thomas 
Aquinas—reason can lead only to awareness of sin; 
revelation is necessary to reach God’s ultimate truth. 
Besides this fundamental Christian belief, the two 
"gures convey other meanings: Virgil stands for clas-
sical civilization and the secular literary life; Beatrice 
(Italian for “blessing”) symbolizes spiritualized love 
and Christianized culture. By turning Beatrice into 

an image of God’s grace and love, Dante revealed 
that the High Middle Ages were open to new paths to 
Christian truth. Alongside faith and reason, pure love 
might lead to God.

Dante’s vision of the afterlife underscored his be-
lief that humans have free will. Predestination had no 
place in his system, as his picture of hell shows. With 
one exception, all of the damned earned their fate by 
their deeds on earth. Excepted were the people con-
signed to limbo—the virtuous pagans who lived be-
fore Jesus and thus were denied his message of hope. 
Moreover, those in limbo, such as Aristotle and Plato, 
were not subjected to any punishment other than be-
ing denied God’s presence.

The intricate structure of Dante’s massive poem 
owes much to numerology, a pseudoscience of num-
bers that absorbed the medieval mind. The numbers 
three and nine, for example, occur prominently in 
the Divine Comedy. Three is a common symbol of the 
Christian Trinity (the union of the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit in one God), and the poem is written 
in a three-line verse form called terza rima (a three-
line stanza with an interlocking rhyme scheme, as aba, 

bcb, cdc, ded, and so on, ending in a rhyming couplet), 
which was Dante’s invention. Dante identi"ed the 
number nine with the dead Beatrice, whose soul lived 
on in the ninth heaven, the one nearest to God. He also 

Old French, Marie addressed the French-speaking no-
bility of post–Norman Conquest England, an audience 

that may have included King Henry II and Queen El-
eanor of Aquitaine. Marie’s lays were part of the out-
pouring of writing that made Old French literature the 
most in!uential in Europe until the rise of Italian lit-
erature in the age of Dante Alighieri.

This vernacular literature gave rise to a new ethos 
called courtly love. The product of courts, this ethos 
envisioned “"ne love” as the love of an unattainable 
lady and male re"nement in manners and behavior. 
It is dif"cult to know how seriously to take the con-
ventions of courtly love. Perhaps it was ironic or even 
satirical: men became love vassals. Certainly, this 
ethos !ew in the face of Christian morality. It is not 
clear that hearty lords and vassals became gentlemen. 
But courtly love marked medieval and later literature 
deeply.

Dante Vernacular writing appeared in Italy in the 
thirteenth century, later than it had in France. But by 
1300 Italy had produced the greatest literary "gure of 
the High Middle Ages, Dante Alighieri [DAHN-tay 
ah-legg-ee-AIR-ree] (1265–1321). A native of Florence, 
in Tuscany, Dante was the "rst of a proud tradition 
that soon made the Tuscan dialect the standard liter-
ary speech of Italy (his impact is comparable to Lu-
ther’s Bible in German and the King James Bible in 
English).

Born into a minor aristocratic family, Dante gained 
a broad education in both Greco-Roman and Christian 
classics but little is known about his schooling. At-
tracted to the values of ancient Rome, he combined a 
career in public of"ce with the life of an intellectual—
a tradition of civic duty inherited from the ancient  
Roman republic. When Dante’s political allies fell 
from of"ce in 1301, he was exiled from Florence for  
the rest of his life. During these years, poor and wan-
dering about Italy, he composed the Commedia, or 
Comedy, which stands as the culmination of the lit-
erature of the Middle Ages. As in antiquity, comedy 
means a story with a happy ending. The Comedy’s sub-
lime qualities were immediately recognized, and soon 

its admirers attached the epithet “Divine” to Dante’s 
masterpiece.

Divided into three book-length parts, the Divine 

Comedy narrates Dante’s "ctional travels through 
three realms of the Christian afterlife. Led "rst by 
the ghost of Virgil, the ancient Roman poet, Dante 
descends into hell, where he hears from the damned 
the nature of their various crimes against God and 
the moral law. Virgil next leads Dante into purga-
tory, where the lesser sinners expiate their guilt while 
awaiting the joys of heaven. At a "xed spot in purga-
tory, Virgil is forced to relinquish his role to Beatrice, 
a young Florentine woman and Dante’s symbol of the 
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the dominating physical presence of the church made 
it a ubiquitous symbol in both the countryside and the 
towns, architecture ranked higher than the other arts 
in medieval life. Indeed, the arts lacked an indepen-
dent status, for they were regarded as mere auxiliary 
sources of church decoration—wall paintings, statues, 
and stained-glass windows, most of which portrayed 
saints and biblical heroes (Figure 10.12). In this respect, 
these art forms conformed to the church’s teaching that 
the purpose of art was to represent Christian truth.

In about 1000, an international style called the Ro-

manesque emerged. The "rst in a succession of uni-
form styles to sweep over Europe, the Romanesque 
was carried along by the monastic revival until about 
1200. But by 1150, the Gothic style was developing in 
Paris; it was to become the reigning style of the towns 
for the remainder of the Middle Ages, succumbing "-
nally to Renaissance fashion in about 1500.

Romanesque Churches and Related Arts Roman-

esque is a term invented in the nineteenth century to 
describe the dominant architectural style after the Car-
olingian and before the Gothic. Although based on the 
architectural language of ancient Rome, Romanesque 
was not a pure Roman style but rather embraced ele-
ments inspired by Christianity, along with innovations 
beginning in the Carolingian period and continuing for 
some two centuries. Romanesque builders adapted the 
Roman basilica plan, rounded arches, vaulted ceilings, 
and columns for both support and decoration. Inspired 
by Christian beliefs, they pointed the basilicas toward 
Jerusalem in the east and curved each building’s east-
ern end into an apse to house the altar. A transept, or 
crossing arm, was added at the church’s eastern end to 
achieve a cross shape (Figure 10.13). Other Christian be-
liefs dictated such practices as having three doorways 
in the western facade—to symbolize the Trinity. To 
Roman and Christian elements, Romanesque builders 
added innovative design features, such as the narthex 

divided hell, purgatory, and paradise into nine sec-
tions each.

Despite its allegorical and theological features, the 
Divine Comedy is a deeply personal poem. Dante re-
wards and punishes his Florentine friends and foes 
by the location that he assigns each in the afterlife. 
He also reveals his private feelings as he enters into 
discussions with various saints and sinners along 
the way. Above all, he sought harmony between the 
church and the secular state on earth and peace in his 
beloved Florence.

Architecture and Art
Just as scholars and writers devoted their efforts to ex-
ploring religious concerns and Christian values, art-
ists, artisans, and architects channeled their talents 
into glorifying the Christian house of worship. Because 

Figure 10.12 Scenes from the Life of Christ. Detail. Ca. 1150–1170. 

Stained-glass windows, each panel 401/6″ wide × 411/3″ high. West 

facade, Chartres cathedral. The stained-glass windows of Chartres 

cathedral are renowned as the most beautiful examples of this craft to 

survive from the Gothic period. Of Chartres’ windows, those in the west 

facade have been much praised for the brilliant effects created by their 

jewel tones of red, blue, and gold, as well as white, with small areas  

of green and lemon yellow. Taken from the central window of the west 

facade, this detail shows eighteen of its twenty-four panels, treating the  

life of Christ. Visible in the detail are panels depicting the annunciation 

(bottom left row), the visit of the three wise men (left and right, third 

row from bottom), and the !ight into Egypt (left and right, sixth row from 

bottom). In the design, square panels alternate with roundel forms to 

frame each scene; red is the ground color for the squares and blue for 

the roundels. The windows can be awe inspiring, as in the reaction of the 

scholar Henry Adams, who described the cathedral’s interior as a “delirium 

of coloured light.”
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Italy and Provence (southern France), to Catalonia 
(northeastern Spain). Simple in design, the First Ro-
manesque churches were built of stone rubble, a Ro-
man technique, and covered with !at, wooden roofs. 
With high walls and few windows, they resembled 
fortresses, a trait that came to characterize both Ro-
manesque styles. The de"ning exterior features of the 
First Romanesque churches were a web of vertical 
bands or buttresses along the sides and a sequence of 
small arcades below the eaves (Figure 10.14). Because 
these features may have originated in Lombardy 
(north central Italy), they are usually called Lombard 

bands and Lombard arcades. Later builders experi-
mented with the Lombard bands and arcades, creat-

ing spectacular churches, such as the Speyer cathedral 
in Germany (Figure 10.15). At Speyer, Lombard bands 
establish a rhythmic, vertical sequence on the walls 
of the apse. Variations on the Lombard arcade form 
include, on the lower part of the apse, the elongated, 
relatively windowless arcade attached to the wall; on 
the top part of the apse, the open, or “dwarf,” arcaded 
gallery; and, on the wall above the apse, the arched 

(a porch or vestibule, usually enclosed, leading into the 
nave), vaulting techniques, and a wealth of ornamen-
tal detail, to create the most expressive and disciplined 
architectural style since the fall of Rome. Romanesque 
had many points of origin and spread through the in-
ternational order of Cluny; along pilgrimage routes; 
and in imitation of Roman and German imperial 
churches. Comparatively few Romanesque churches 
can be viewed today in anything like their original 

condition. Some were torn down and replaced by later 
styles, but most have been substantially modi"ed. Ro-
manesque appears to have moved through two phases.

The First Romanesque style originated in Ger-
many and along the Mediterranean, in the zone rang-
ing from Dalmatia (modern Croatia), across northern 
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Figure 10.13 Floor Plan of a Typical Romanesque Church. This  

!oor plan identi"es the characteristic features of a Romanesque church 

with its cruciform !oor plan: (1) narthex, (2) towers, (3) nave, (4) side  

aisles, (5) transept, and (6) apse.

Figure 10.14 Santa Cruz de la Seros (Aragon), Church of San 

Caprasio, Spain. View from the north. Last quarter of the eleventh 

century. This church, though simple in the extreme, embodies the basic 

elements of the First Romanesque style. These elements include stone 

rubble walls, which have not been faced; a small number of windows; a !at, 

wooden roof; and both Lombard bands and Lombard arcades.
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earth hugging, with massive walls and few windows, 
though more and larger windows than in the First Ro-
manesque. Their castle-like exteriors made them spiri-
tual fortresses. Many Second Romanesque churches 
were pilgrimage churches—destinations for pilgrims 
traveling vast distances to see and venerate holy relics, 
the supposed bones of saints.

A celebrated pilgrimage church in the Second Ro-
manesque style is Sainte-Marie-Madeleine in Vézelay, 
France. Attached to a Cluniac convent, this church at-
tracted penitents eager to view the bones of Mary Mag-
dalene. Vézelay’s builders followed a basilica design 
with a cruciform !oor plan. Inside, the most striking 
feature is the nearly 200-foot-long nave, which could 

niches arranged in stairstep fashion and the line of 
Lombard arches below the roo!ine.

The Second Romanesque style derived from 
Cluny  III, founded 1088 and the third church built 
on this site (see Figure 10.5). Cluny  III (destroyed in 
the 1800s) was greatly admired in its day for its vast 
scale, including double transepts and crossing tow-
ers, towers at the ends of the transepts, a double-aisled 
nave covered with a barrel vault, and a rich decora-
tive program of religious art, both inside and out. The 
spectacular success of the Cluniac movement in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries led to the spread of the 

Second Romanesque style throughout Europe (Fig-
ure 10.16). These churches were richly decorated and 

Figure 10.16 Basilica of Sacre-Coeur, formerly Abbey Church of 

the Virgin and St. John the Baptist, Paray-le-Monial, France. View 

of nave, looking east. Begun 1110s–1120s, completed mid–twelfth 

century. Nave height approx. 147′71/2″; length approx. 72′21/8″. The 

monastery at Paray-le-Monial became part of the Cluniac system in 999. 

Tradition links St. Hugh, abbot of Cluny (1049–1109), with the building 

of the Paray-le-Monial basilica. As head of the Cluniac order, Hugh 

commissioned Paray to be a scaled-down version of the great mother 

church, Cluny III. It replicates Cluny III’s vaulting techniques, using barrel 

vaults in the nave and groin vaults in the aisles, combined with pointed 

arches—derived from Muslim architecture. (The pointed arches used 

at Cluny III and Paray-le-Monial were not related to the development of 

Gothic-style architecture.) As in Cluny III, the east end culminates in a 

semicircular arcade resting on slender columns. The nave, consisting 

of only three vaulted sections, is markedly shorter than Cluny III’s nave, 

re!ecting the lack of pageantry associated with the small monastic 

community at Paray-le-Monial.

Figure 10.15 Speyer Cathedral. View from the east. Speyer,  

Germany. Begun about 1030, completed before 1150. Speyer  

cathedral, whose massive size rivals that of the great mother church  

at Cluny, the home of the Cluniac order of monks, represents the  

climax of the First Romanesque style.
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hold a large number of pilgrims and accommodate 
religious processions (Figure 10.17). Typical of Roman-
esque architecture, the nave is divided into bays, each 
framed by a pair of rounded arches constructed from 
blocks of local pink and gray stones. These colors alter-
nate in the overhead arches and create a dazzling effect 
for which this church is famous. The ceiling of each 
bay is a groin vault—a Roman building technique. The 
support system for the tall nave walls—an arcade, or 
series of arches resting on clusters of columns—was 
also taken from Roman architecture. Vézelay’s build-
ers used sculpture to provide “sermons in stone” to 
remind illiterate visitors of the stories they heard in 
sermons. Instead of copying Greco-Roman columns, 
the artisans created their own style of decorated col-
umn. The capitals, or tops, of the interior columns are 
sculptured with religious scenes and motifs, such as 
one that shows Jacob, one of the Hebrew patriarchs (on 
the left), wrestling with the angel (Figure 10.18). The 
angel, clutching his robe in his left hand, raises his 
right hand to bless Jacob. The simple "gures with their 
dramatic gestures and expressive faces accurately con-
vey the message in Genesis (32:24–30) that Jacob has 
been chosen by God to lead the Hebrew people. The art 
is typically Romanesque: the feet point downward, the 
limbs are placed in angular positions, and the drapery 
folds are depicted in a stylized manner.

A more mature Romanesque style appears in the 
carvings on the tympanum—the triangular area—over 
the south portal of the tower porch at Moissac, one of 
the two extant elements of the twelfth-century abbey 
church. The other surviving element is a cloister, a 
covered arcade (where the monks walked to say their 
daily prayers) surrounding a quadrangle, which origi-
nally connected the church to the monastic community. 
The tympanum carvings probably depict a vision of the 
Christian apocalypse, much of which is based on the 
book of Revelation (Figure 10.19). Jesus is portrayed in 
glory, indicated by the cross-shaped symbol behind his 
head and the oval in which he sits enthroned, and he 

wears a crown. Surrounding him are the four evangelist 
symbols, namely, man (Matthew), winged lion (Mark), 
winged bull (Luke), and eagle (John) (see Chapter 6). Je-
sus and the four symbols are, in turn, encircled by ten 
of the twenty-four elders listed in Revelation 4, while 
fourteen other elders sit in a line below, gazing up at the 

Savior. The elders hold cups and musical instruments 
as described in Revelation 5. This tympanum sculpture 

Figure 10.18 Jacob Wrestling with the Angel. Decorated column 

capital. Church of Sainte-Marie-Madeleine, Vézelay, France. Ca. 

1089–1206. The Vézelay capitals survive in near-immaculate condition. 

Late medieval moralists considered their vivacity and gaiety inappropriate 

in God’s house, and the offending sculptures were plastered over. When 

they were uncovered during a nineteenth-century restoration of the 

church’s interior, the capitals were revealed in their charming originality.

Figure 10.17 View of Nave, Looking East. Church of Sainte-Marie-

Madeleine, Vézelay, France. Ca. 1089–1206. Vézelay’s nave was made 

unusually long so that religious pilgrims might make solemn processions 

along its length. A reliquary, or an area for displaying holy relics, was later 

set aside in the choir. Within the choir, the design of the ambulatory provided 

ample space for masses of pilgrims to view all the relics at one time.
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the hanging draperies. The naturalness of these scenes 
presents a vivid contrast to the spirited agitation of 
French Romanesque art.

Gothic Churches and Related Arts The word 
Gothic was a critical term invented by later Renais-
sance scholars who preferred Greco-Roman styles and 
imagined that Gothic architecture was so ugly that 
only the ferocious Goths could have been responsible 
for it. In fact, the Gothic grew out of the Romanesque 
and was not a barbarian art. Today the term Gothic has 
no negative connotations.

Gothic architecture sprang from multiple impulses. 

Dawning Scholasticism, the recovery of Euclid’s geom-
etry, and faintly emerging Platonism induced build-
ers to adopt extravagant geometrical designs and to 

incorporate light symbolism. Prosperous townsmen 

served as a warning about life’s ultimate end to those 
who passed through the south portal.

Besides church building and church decoration, the 
Romanesque style was used in manuscript illumina-
tion, which had originated in late Rome and !ourished 

in the early Middle Ages. During the High Middle 
Ages, new local styles arose, inspired by regional tastes 
and by a knowledge of Byzantine painting brought 
from the East by crusaders. English monks probably 
developed the "nest of these local styles.

The Bury Bible, painted at Bury St. Edmunds mon-
astery, re!ects an English taste that is calmer and less 
exuberant than Continental styles. Two panels from the 
Bury manuscript, set off by a border of highly colored 
foliage, show an episode in Moses’s life (Figure 10.20). 
Borrowings from Byzantine art may be detected in the 

elongated "gures, the large eyes, the !owing hair, and 

Figure 10.19 Christ in Glory with Four Evangelist Symbols and the Twenty-four Elders. Tympanum over 

south portal. Church of St. Pierre, Moissac, France. Ca. 1125. The jam-packed imagery in this tympanum 

and surrounding space is typical of the allover patterns used in the Romanesque style. Nevertheless, there 

is artistic order here. Stylized !oral forms are aligned rhythmically along the lintel and around the tympanum 

frame, and human and animal shapes encircle the seated Jesus, who is rendered four times larger than the 

elders. The tympanum itself is divided into three zones by the horizontal lines of clouds below Jesus’s feet and 

above the second row of elders.
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joining of two arches of identical height but different 
widths, which, in turn, permits complex shapes and 
sizes. Second, the ribbed vault is lighter and more 
graceful than the barrel and groin vaults characteristic 
of Romanesque architecture; it also exerts less stress 
and facilitates experimentation with shapes. Third, 
point support—basically, the support of structural  
elements at only certain points—permits the replace-
ment of heavy, stress-bearing walls with curtains of 
stained glass. The points of support might be massive 
internal piers or intricate skeletal frameworks, called 
buttresses, on the outside of the church; elongated 
and delicate buttresses are sometimes called “!y-
ing buttresses.” These three elements—pointed arch, 
ribbed vault, and point support—produce a building 
that is characterized by verticality and translucency 
(Figure  10.21). The desired effect is one of harmony, 

order, and mathematical precision—Scholasticism in 
stone.

The glory of the Gothic church—the choir—was all 
that remained to be built. The plan and inspiration for 
the choir (the part of the church reserved to the clergy) 
were the pilgrimage churches, such as Vézelay, that 
had enlarged their apses by creating ambulatories, 
zones where people could mill about without disrupt-

ing the services, to accommodate pilgrims. In Suger’s 
skillful hands, the east end of St. Denis was now elab-
orated into an oval-shaped area—the choir—ringed 
with several small chapels (Figure 10.22). At the heart 
of the choir was the apse, now arcaded; a spacious am-
bulatory area divided the apse from the chapels (Fig-
ure 10.23).

Between 1145 and 1500, the Gothic style presented 
an overwhelming image of God’s majesty and the 
power of the church. A Gothic exterior carried the eye 
heavenward by impressive vertical spires. A Gothic 
interior surrounded the daytime worshiper with col-
ored, celestial light; the soaring nave ceiling, some-
times rising to more than 150 feet, was calculated to 
stir the soul. In its total physicality, the Gothic church 
stood as a towering symbol of the medieval obsession 
with the divine.

During the High Middle Ages, the Gothic style 
went through two stages, the Early and the High. The 
Early Gothic style lasted until 1194 and was best rep-
resented by Notre Dame cathedral in Paris. The High 
Gothic style !ourished until 1300 and reached perfec-
tion in the cathedral at Amiens, France.

Early Gothic Style, 1145–1194 The cathedral of Notre 
Dame (“Our Lady,” the Virgin Mary) in Paris made 
popular the Early Gothic style, making it a fashion for 
other cities and towns. Begun in 1163, the cathedral was 
the most monumental work erected in the West to that 
time. Its !oor plan was cruciform, but the length of the 
transept barely exceeded the width of the aisle walls 

demanded larger, more magni"cent churches. Increas-
ing wealth made larger projects possible.

Two problems with the Romanesque stood in the 
way: the groin vaults were so heavy that the nearly 
windowless walls had to be extremely thick to support  
their great weight, and the rounded arches limited  
the building’s height. Between 1137 and 1144, the 

Gothic style was created by Suger [sue-ZHAY] (about 
1081–1151), the abbot of the royal Abbey Church of 
St.  Denis, near Paris. Suger’s startling originality re-
sulted from his combining a number of elements 
that had long been in use—three in particular: First, 
a pointed arch (adapted from the Muslim world) is 

more elegant than a round one; it also permits the 

Figure 10.20 Moses Expounding the Law of the Unclean Beasts.  

The Bury Bible. 1130–1140. Approx. 20 × 14″. Bury St. Edmunds, 

England. Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. These panels depict 

Moses delivering the dietary laws to the ancient Hebrews. The responses  

of his audience reveal the sure hand of the artist, known only as Master 

Hugo. For example, in the upper panel one "gure pulls at his nose, while  

a nearby companion looks skeptical. Moses’s head is depicted with horns, 

which re!ected a biblical mistranslation of the term for the radiance that 

surrounded Moses after receiving God’s law.
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(Figure 10.24). Part of Notre Dame’s beauty stems from 
the rational principles applied by the builders, notably 
the ideal of harmony, best expressed in the integra-
tion of sculpture and decorative details with build-
ing units. For instance, the west facade is divided into 
three equal horizontal bands: the three doorways, the 
rose window and blind arcades (walled-in windows), 
and the two towers (Figure 10.25). Within each subdi-
vision of this facade, "gurative sculpture or architec-
tural details play a harmonizing role, from the rows of 
saints !anking each of the portals to the gargoyles, or 
grotesque animals or humans carved in stone peering 
down from the towers.
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Figure 10.23 Floor Plan, Ambulatory. Church of St. Denis, Paris. 

Ca. 1145. This !oor plan, based on a similar design used in the pilgrimage 

churches, became the basis for the reordering of interior space in the 

Gothic choirs. The features include (1) choir, (2) apse, (3) ambulatory,  

(4) transept, and (5) chapel.

Figure 10.22 Ambulatory. Church of St. Denis, Paris. Ca. 1145.  

This view of the choir of St. Denis shows a portion of the ambulatory 

that allowed pilgrims to view the chapels in the apse. The evenly spaced 

support columns and the pointed arches create this !owing, curved space. 

The ribbed arches in the ceiling are also central to the Gothic skeletal 

construction.

Figure 10.21 Principal Features of a Typical Gothic Church. In this 

schematic drawing, the features are numbered from the nave outward:  

(1) nave arcade, (2) pointed arch, (3) vault, (4) clerestory, (5) !ying buttress, 

(6) buttress, and (7) gargoyle.
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Inside Notre Dame, which can hold ten thousand 
people, the spectacular nave reveals the awe-inspiring 
effects of Early Gothic art at its best (Figure  10.26). 
The strong vertical lines and the airy atmosphere 
represent the essence of this style. With its ribbed 
vaults and pointed arches, the nave rises to a height 
of 115 feet from the pavement to the vaulting. Like the 
harmonious western facade, the nave is divided into 
three equal tiers: the nave and double aisles, the open 
spectator gallery above the aisles, and, at the top, the 
clerestory—the luminous window zone.

Notre Dame reveals that the choir was coming to 
dominate the Early Gothic church. Notre Dame’s choir 
is almost as long as the nave, so that the transept vir-
tually divides the church into two halves. At "rst, the 
choir’s walls had no special external supports, but as 
cracks began to appear in the choir’s walls during the 
thirteenth century, !ying buttresses were added to en-
sure greater stability—a feature that would later char-
acterize High Gothic churches (Figure 10.27).

The Gothic sculptures that decorate Notre Dame 
differ from the exuberant Romanesque style. The Ro-
manesque’s animated images of Jesus have given way 
to the Gothic’s sober "gures. In addition, the Gothic 
"gures are modeled in three dimensions, and their 
draperies fall in natural folds (Figure 10.28). At the 
same time, the rise of the cult of the Virgin meant an 
increased number of images of Mary as well as of fe-

male saints. The name “Notre Dame” itself testi"es to 
the appeal of the cult of the Virgin.

Before Notre Dame was "nished, its architects be-
gan to move in new directions, re"ning the traditional 

Figure 10.24 Floor Plan of Notre Dame. Paris. 1163–ca. 1250. This 

drawing shows the principal features of Notre Dame cathedral: (1) nave,  

(2) aisle, (3) transept, (4) apse, (5) choir, and (6) narthex, or vestibule.

Figure 10.25 Western Facade. Notre Dame. Paris. 1220–1250. In 

the gallery above the western portals are twenty-eight images of the kings 

of Judah, including David and Solomon. These sculptures, typical of Gothic 

churches, are more than decorations: they are reminders that Mary and 

Jesus were descended from royalty. In the medieval mind, this religious 

idea was meant to buttress the monarchical style of government.
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features into a new style, called Rayonnant, or Radi-
ant. In the Rayonnant style, the solid walls gave way 
to sheets of stained glass framed by elegant traceries, 
or rich ornamentation, of stone. This radiant effect 
was especially evident in the north transept facade, 
which was rebuilt in this new style. With the addition 
of this transept’s imposing rose window, designed to 
suggest the rays of the sun, the cathedral’s interior was 
bathed in constantly shifting colors, giving it a mysti-
cal atmosphere (Figure 10.29).

High Gothic Style, 1194–1300 The High Gothic style 
is a tribute to the growing con"dence of the builders 
of the thirteenth century, who took the Gothic ingredi-
ents and re"ned them, creating grander churches than 
had been erected earlier. In comparison with Early 
Gothic architecture, High Gothic churches were taller 
and had greater volume; artistic values now stressed 
wholeness rather than the division of space into har-
monious units. Rejecting the restrained decoration 
of the Early Gothic style, the High Gothic architects 
covered the entire surface of their churches’ western 
facades with sculptural and architectural designs.

The cathedral in Amiens is a perfect embodiment 
of the High Gothic style. Amiens was planned so that 
!ying buttresses would surround its choir and march 
along its nave walls (Figure 10.30). Instead of trying to 
disguise these supports, the architect made the exterior 
skeleton central to his overall plan. As a result, more-
spacious window openings could be made in the nave 
and the choir walls than had been the case in Notre 

Dame. Furthermore, the design of Amiens’ nave was 
also changed so that the entire space was perceived as 
a homogeneous volume. The division of the nave walls 
into three equal horizontal bands was eliminated, 
and the system of arches and bays overhead became 
less emphatic (see the chapter-opening photo, p. 226). 
Amiens’ overall !oor plan was conservative, however, 

for it resembled that of Notre Dame; for example, its 

Figure 10.26 Nave. Notre Dame. Paris. View from the height of 

the western rose window. 1180–1250. Ht. "oor to summit of roof, 

115′. The nave is clearly not aligned properly. The choir bends perceptibly 

to the north, which probably re!ects the different building times for various 

parts of the cathedral. The transept and the choir were "nished "rst, after 

which the nave and the double aisles were added. The western facade was 

completed last.

Figure 10.27 Notre Dame. Paris. View from the east. 1163–1182.  

Notre Dame’s choir, shown on the right, was originally built without chapels 

and !ying buttresses—a sign of its Early Gothic origins. Paris’s greatest 

church caught up with the High Gothic style in the fourteenth century, when 

these architectural features were added.
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Figure 10.28 The Last Judgment. Central 

portal, western facade, Notre Dame, 

Paris. Ca. 1210. This tympanum represents 

Jesus enthroned and presiding over the Last 

Judgment. Surrounding him are the apostles, 

the prophets, the church fathers, and the 

saints—arranged in descending order of their 

importance in relation to Jesus. Like all the 

sculptures of Notre Dame’s "rst story, the 

entire scene was gilded with gold paint until  

the mid–"fteenth century.

Figure 10.29 North Rose Window of Notre 

Dame. Paris. Ca. 1255. This masterwork by 

Jehan de Chelles is the only original of Notre 

Dame’s three rose windows. The nineteenth-

century restoration genius Eugène Viollet-

le-Duc re-created the other two. Measuring 

forty-three feet in diameter, the window was 

installed after workers "rst removed sections 

of the existing wall. The bits of predominantly 

blue glass, encased in iron settings, were then 

placed inside the stone frame.
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High Gothic painting survives best in the manu-
script illuminations of the late thirteenth century. 
By that time, these small paintings were being in!u-
enced by developments elsewhere in Gothic art. The 
Gothic illuminators abandoned the lively draperies 
of the Romanesque and instead showed gowns hang-
ing in a natural manner. More important, they some-
times allowed the architectural frame to dominate 
the painting, as in the Psalter of St. Louis IX of France. 
Commissioned by the sainted French king, this book 
contains seventy-eight full-page paintings of scenes 
from the Old Testament. Of these paintings, Balaam 

and His Ass is a typical representation of the anony-
mous painter’s style (Figure 10.34). The scene unfolds 
before a High Gothic church; two gables with rose 
windows are symmetrically balanced on the page. Al-
though this painting owes much to changes in Gothic 
sculpture, the animated "gures of the men, the angel, 
and the ass are reminiscent of the exuberant Roman-
esque style.

transept bisected a choir and a nave of equal length 
(Figure 10.31).

The western facade of Amiens shows how decora-
tion changed in the High Gothic style (Figure 10.32). 
Amiens’ western wall and towers are pierced with 
rich and intricate openings. The elegant tracery has 
the effect of dissolving the wall’s apparent solidity. 
What surface remains intact is covered with an elabo-
rate tapestry of architectural devices and sculptural 
"gures (Figure 10.33).

The "nest stained glass from the High Gothic era 
is from the cathedral in Chartres, a town "fty miles 
south of Paris. Chartres has 176 windows, and most 
are the thirteenth-century originals. Outstanding ex-
amples of this art are the Charlemagne panels depict-
ing scenes from the Song of Roland, illustrated earlier 
in this chapter (see Figure 10.10). Each "gure is pre-
cisely rendered, though many are cropped at the edge 
of the pictorial space. The glass itself is brilliant, nota-
bly in the dominant blue tones.

Figure 10.30 Amiens Cathedral. Amiens, 

France. Ca. 1220–1270. This photograph 

shows the brilliantly articulated exterior 

skeleton of Amiens cathedral. Gothic churches 

openly displayed the exterior support system 

that made their interior beauty possible. In 

the Renaissance, this aspect of Gothicism 

was decried for its clumsiness. Renaissance 

architects preferred classical structures that 

hid their stresses and strains.
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Music
As with the other arts, the purpose of music during 
the High Middle Ages was the glori"cation of God. At 
"rst, the monophonic (single-line) Gregorian chants 
were still the main form of musical expression, but 
two innovations—the introduction of tropes and the 
development of polyphony—led the way to a different 
sound in the future.

Among the compositions of sacred music written 
during this period, the works of Hildegard of Bingen 
have a lasting appeal. Hildegard composed within the 
tradition of Gregorian chant (see Chapter 8), though 
she, a devout mystic, claimed ecstatic visions as the in-
spiration for her musical ideas. The words for her texts 

Figure 10.31 Floor Plan of Amiens Cathedral. Amiens, France.  

Ca. 1220–1236. This drawing shows the principal features of  

Amiens cathedral: (1) nave, (2) aisle, (3) transept, (4) apse, (5) choir,  

and (6) narthex.
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Figure 10.32 Western Facade. Amiens cathedral. Amiens, France. 

Ca. 1220–1236. Comparison of Amiens’ facade with that of Notre Dame 

in Paris (see Figure 10.25) shows how the High Gothic differs from the 

Early Gothic. The basic form remains the same, but Amiens’ surface is 

richer in detail and more splendid overall. The pointed features, such as the 

arches over the portals and over the openings in the towers, are the most 

characteristic visual element in the High Gothic style.
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Lord for mercy) and an alleluia (a chant sung during 
the Mass offering praise), as well as two longer works 
composed speci"cally for women, one dedicated to 
virgins and the other to widows.

Hildegard’s “O Pastor Animarum” is one of the 
seventy-seven songs in the collection known as the 
Symphonia (full title: Symphonia armonie celestium rev-

elationum, or Symphony of the Harmony of Celestial Rev-

elations). Symphony here means simply “collection” and 
should not be confused with the modern symphony, a 
musical form. “O Pastor Animarum” is an antiphon, a 
short prose text, chanted by an unaccompanied voice or 
voices during the liturgy. Addressed to God the Father, 

were drawn from the Bible, her theological writings, 
and the church’s liturgy.

Hildegard’s works were unusual not only because 
they were written by a woman but also because they 
were performed by women singers before audiences 
of women—Hildegard’s fellow nuns. Besides the pre- 
viously mentioned sung morality play Ordo Virtu- 

tum (The Company of the Virtues), Hildegard com-
posed seventy-seven songs, chants, and hymns for the 
church’s liturgy, including such works as “O Pastor 

Animarum” (“O Shepherd of Souls”), “Spiritui Sancto” 
(“To the Holy Spirit”), and “O Jerusalem.” She also 
wrote a kyrie (a chant sung during the Mass asking the 

Figure 10.33 Golden Virgin. Amiens cathedral. Ca. 1260. Amiens, 

France. The Golden Virgin of Amiens, so called because it was originally 

covered with a thin layer of gold, is one of the most admired works of 

Gothic art. The artist has depicted Mary as a loving earthly mother with  

"ne features, a high forehead, and a shy smile. This sculpture shows the 

new tenderness that was creeping into art during the High Middle Ages  

as part of the rise of the cult of the Virgin.

Figure 10.34 Balaam and His Ass. Psalter of St. Louis IX. 1252–1270. 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris. The architectural details 

in this miniature painting show a correspondence with the Rayonnant 

architectural style: the two gabled roofs, the two rose windows with 

exterior traceries, the pointed arches, and the pinnacles. Just as Gothic 

architects emphasized the decorative aspects of their buildings, so did 

this anonymous painter of miniatures. The story of Balaam and his ass 

(Numbers 22:22–35 in the Old Testament) was a beast fable—a popular 

literary genre in the Middle Ages. In the biblical story, the ass could speak 

and see things of which his master, Balaam, was ignorant. In the painting, 

the ass turns his head and opens his mouth as if to speak.
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the same courts where the chansons de geste and the trou-
bador songs !ourished in the twelfth century. At "rst, 
France was the center of this musical movement, but 
in the early thirteenth century, German poets took the 
lead. At the same time, music began to be practiced not 
just by aristocratic poets but also by  middle-class min-
strels, and new musical  instruments—some, such as the 
lute (a multistringed instrument with neck and sound 
box) and the bagpipe, banned by the church—started to 
"nd their way into secular music (Figure 10.35).

Technology
Technology during the High Middle Ages recovered 
many valuable techniques from ancient Rome, and, 
by improving on this heritage and borrowing from 
Islam, the West was able to sustain Europe’s burgeon-
ing economy and society, as well as, in a few cases, to 
take steps forward. Among the largest steps forward 

this antiphon reads, in Latin: “O Pastor animarum, / et 

o prima vox, / perquam omnes creati sumus, / nunc tibi, /  
tibi placeat, / ut degneris nos liberare / de miseries et lan-

guoribus nostris” (in English: “O Shepherd of souls, /  
and o "rst voice, / through whom all creation was sum-
moned, / now to you, / to you may it give pleasure 
and dignity, / to liberate us / from our miseries and 
languishing”). Typically, Hildegard’s antiphon is com-
posed in plainsong (also called plainchant), the Chris-
tian chant that dominated the period. The music shows 
her personal style: wide leaps of melody and ornamen-
tal features, especially melismas (groups of notes sung 
to the same syllable) and, to a lesser extent, syllabic 
singing (one note per syllable).

The tropes, or turns, were new texts and melodies 
inserted into the existing Gregorian chants. Added for 
both poetic and doctrinal reasons, these musical embel-
lishments slowly changed the plainchants into more 
elaborate songs. Culminating in about 1150, this musi-
cal development coincided with the appearance of the 
richly articulated Gothic churches. The tropes also gave 
a powerful impetus to Western drama. From the prac-
tice of troping grew a new musical genre, the liturgi-

cal drama, which at "rst was sung and performed in 
the church but gradually moved outdoors. From the 
twelfth century onward, these works were staged in the 
area in front of the church as sacred dramas or mystery 
plays (from Latin mysterium, “secret” or “hidden”—i.e., 
the plays revealed deep truths). As their popularity 
increased, they began to be sung in the vernacular in-
stead of Latin. Ultimately, the liturgical drama supplied 
one of the threads that led to the revival of the secular 
theater.

Gregorian chants were also being modi"ed by the 
development of polyphony, in which two or more 
lines of melody are sung or played at the same time. In 
the early eleventh century, polyphony was extremely 
simple and was known as organum. It consisted of a 
main melody, called the cantus !rmus, accompanied 
by an identical melody sung four or "ve tones higher 
or lower. By about 1150, the second line began to have 
its own independent melody rather than duplicating 

the "rst. During the thirteenth century, two-voiced or-
ganum gave way to multivoiced songs called motets, 
which employed more complex melodies. In the mo-
tets, the main singer used the liturgy as a text while up 
to "ve other voices sang either commentaries or ver-
nacular translations of the text. The result was a com-
plex blend of separate voices woven into a harmonious 
tapestry. By about 1250, the motet composers had laid 
the foundations of modern musical composition.

Notwithstanding these developments in sacred mu-
sic, the church could not stop the rise of secular music 
any more than it could prevent the spread of courtly 
love. Indeed, the "rst secular music was associated with 

Figure 10.35 Embellished Letter B. Psalter from Würzburg- 

Ebrach. Early thirteenth century. Universitäts Bibliothek, Munich.  

In illuminated manuscripts, the initial letter of a sentence was often 

embellished with intricate details, drawn from the artist’s imagination  

and experience. In this example from a thirteenth-century German psalter, 

the letter B is interwoven with a band of musicians playing instruments 

typical of the era: organ (with bellows), bells, ivory horn, !ute, stringed 

instruments, and an instrument for bows. The artist who painted this 

miniature scene has captured the liveliness of a musical performance, 

depicting several players singing.
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the introduction of gunpowder (probably from 
China), used mainly as an explosive in siege war-
fare to topple walls.

Advances in agricultural productivity included

water-driven mills that signi" cantly expanded 
milling capacity—more grain could be milled 
faster, producing more ! our, and increasing food 
supplies;

the proliferation of windmills, probably intro-
duced from the Muslim world, perhaps by cru-
saders; and

a widespread shift from the ox to the horse as 
a plow and draft animal, facilitated by the horse-
collar.

was the adoption of papermaking and the astrolabe, 
both introduced from the Islamic world (see Chap-
ter 9). However, the impact of these new technologies 
was relatively limited. Technology’s strongest impact 
on the wider culture was made by further advances 
in warfare, the rise of watermills and windmills in the 
North, and new tools in farming.

Advances in military technology included

larger, more powerful warhorses, imported from 
Spain;

widespread use of better saddles, stirrups, and 
spurs, which enhanced the knight’s stability on 
his mount;

better armor, including head-to-toe chain mail, 
metal gauntlets (gloves), and helmets;

the introduction of the powerful, accurate cross-
bow; and

SUMMARY

Europe doubled in size and population in the High 
Middle Ages. Intellectual life grew more intense, with 
more schools and more masters. Encounters with more 
classical texts and with Islamic learning pushed think-
ers to grapple with the relationship between faith and 
reason. In the writings of Thomas Aquinas, people 
learned to believe that some things could be known 
by human reason alone while other things could be 
known only through divine revelation. Not all writ-
ing was theological or philosophical. Latin continued 
to be used as a literary language, but writings in many 

vernaculars appeared in quality and profusion—songs 
of deeds, lays, lyrics, and romances. Vernacular litera-
ture reached its apogee in Dante’s Comedy. Architec-
ture went through two distinct phases: Romanesque 
styles embellished Carolingian achievements and car-
ried them into the twelfth century at which point the 
Gothic style took over, " rst in the region around Paris 
and then almost everywhere else in Europe. The beau-
tiful but simple plainchants of the early Middle Ages 
yielded to polyphony, to multiple voices.

KEY CULTURAL TERMS

feudalism

chivalry

Investiture Controversy

friars

Crusades

cathedral

Scholasticism

realism

nominalism

via media

goliard

chanson de geste

canzone

minstrel

troubador

romance

lay

vernacular language

courtly love

terza rima

stained glass

Romanesque style

Gothic style

narthex

First Romanesque style

Lombard arcades

Lombard bands

Second Romanesque style

tympanum

cloister

pointed arch

ribbed vault

buttress

choir

rose window

blind arcade

gargoyle

gallery

Rayonnant style

tracery

antiphon

plainsong

melismas

syllabic

trope

liturgical drama

polyphony

organum

motet

lute
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