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HiSTOIRE DE CHARLEMAGNE (detail). This fifteenth-century tapestry shows Charlemagne wearing the
 heraldric insignia of France and the Holy Roman Empire. His courtiers surround him. (Wool,
2.55 X 145 m. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Dijon.) ’
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he establishment of Germanic kingdoms in the fifth and sixth
centuries on Roman lands marked the end of the ancient
world and the start of the Middle Ages, a period that spanned
a thousand years. During the Middle Ages the center of Western civi-
lization shifted northward from the lands bordering the Mediter-
ranean Sea to .parts of Europe that Greco-Roman civilization had
barely penetrated. '
The Early Middle Ages (500~ 105 0) marked an age of transition. The
humanist culture that characterized the Greco-Roman past had disin-
tegrated, and a new civilization was emerging in Latin Christendom,
which covered western and central Eutope. Medieval civilization con-
sisted of a blending of the remnants of Greco-Roman culture with
Germanic customs and Christian principles. The central element was
Christianity; the Christian view of a transcendent God and the quest
_ for salvation pervaded the medleval outlook, and the church was the
dominant institution.

‘During the Early Middle Ages, Latm Christendom was a pioneer so-~
ciety struggling to overcome- invasions, a breakdown of central au-
thority, a decline in trade and town life, and a deterioration of highly
refined culture. The Latin Christian church, centered in Rome and
headed by the pope, progressively gave form and unity to the new
civilization. Christian clergy preserved some of the learning of the an-
cient world, which they incorporated itito the Christian outlook. Ded-
icated missionaries converted various Germanlc, Celtic, and Slavic
peoples to Latin Christianity. From Italy to the North Sea and from
Ireland to Poland, an emerging Christian tradition was providing
unity to people with differing cultural traditions.

The: ceniter of emerging medieval civilization was the kmgdom of
the Franks, located in Gaul (France) and western Germany. Migrating
westward from their homeland in the valley of the Rhine River, the
Germanic Franks conquered Roman Gaul in the fifth and sixth cen-
turies. Charlemagne (768-814), the greatest of the Frankish rulers,
added large areas of Germary and Italy to his kingdom. On Christmas
Day in the year 800, Pope Leo TII crowned Charlemagne emperor of
the Romans, a sign that the memory of Imperial Rome still persisted.
Without Roman law, a professional civil service, and great cities serv-
ing as centers of trade, however, Charlemagne’s empire was only a
pale shadow of the Roman Empire. Rather, the crowning of a German
king as emperor of the Romans by the pope signified something new:
the intermingling of Germanic, Christian, and Roman elements that

. came to characterize medieval Latin Christendom.

Charlemagne’s empire rested more on the strength of the emperor’s
personality than it did on viable institutions. Charlemagne’s heirs
were unable to hold the empire together; power passed gradually into
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the hands of large landholders, who exercised governmental authority
in their own regions. Also contributing to this decline in centralized
authority were devastating raids by Muslims from Spain, North
Africa, and Mediterranean islands; Northmen from Scandinavia; and
Magyars from western Asia. Europe had entered an age of feudalism,

“in which public authority was dispersed among lords and held as if it
were private inheritable property. :

Feudalism rested on an economic base known as manorialism. Al-
-though family farms owned by free peasants still existed, the essential

agricultural arrangement in medieval society was the village commu-
nity (manor), headed by a lord or his steward and farmed by serfs, who
were bound to the land. A lord controlled at least one manorial vil-
lage; great lords might possess scores. Much land was held by various
clerical institutions; the church’s manors were similar to those run by
nonclerics. ‘

Feudalism was an improvised response to the challenge posed by
ineffectual central authority, and it provided some order and law dur-
ing a period of breakdown. Medieval feudal practices were not uni-
form but differed from region to region. In later centuries, when
kings reasserted their authority and fashioned strong central govern-
ments, the power of lords declined.

The civilization of Latin Christendom arose on the ruins of the
western provinces of the Roman Empire. The eastern provinces, how-
ever, wealthier, more populous, and less burdened by invaders, sur-
vived the fall of the Roman Empire in the West. From their capital at
Constantinople, Roman emperors continued to rule the eastern
Roman Empire, called the Byzantine Empire, until the middle of the
fifteenth century. While Germanic peoples and western Slavs were
embracing Latin Christianity, Byzantine missionaries were converting
southern and eastern Slavs, including Russians, to Greek (or Ortho-
dox) Christianity.

During the Early Middle Ages, Byzantine civilization was far more
advanced than Latin Christendom. At a time when urban life had
dwindled in the West, Constantinople was a great metropolis and cen-
ter of high culture. And yet it was Latin Christendom, not Byzantium,
that eventually produced the modern world.

1 & Converting the Germanic
Peoples to Christianity

From its beginnings, Christianity sought to carry to all peoples its offer of sal-
vation through faith in Jesus. After Christianity had become the religion of
the Roman state, pagan cults were suppressed. When the western Roman
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provinces fell under the power of invading-Germanic triblzs, Christian Romans
faced the task of converting their new rulers to their religion.

The ability of the Christian religion to penetrate and absorb alien cultures
while preserving its own core beliefs was continually to be tested in the Early
Middle Ages. Roman Britain had been invaded in the fifth. century by various
tribes from northwestern Germany, Denmark, and the Netherlands. Among
these tribes were the Angles (from which the word English is derived), the
Saxons, and the Jutes. The Romano-Britons, who were Christians, were forced
to retréat westward to occupy what became the Celtic-speaking Christian prin-
cipalities of Cornwall, Wales, and Cumberland. Pagan Germans ruled the rest
of England.

Bede
HISTORY OF THE ENGLISH
CHURCH AND PEOPLE |

The English“monk called .the‘"rVe‘njer:a‘ble Bede (673-735), in his History of the
English Church and People, cites a letter from Pope Gregory I (the Great) writ-
iithe lett e popeforwardedmstructlons for Augustine of Can?

ointed ;l'ei'é‘d'é_'r of a mission to convert the English to

hristian beliefs to the ex-
l pi -excerpt shows:-

- Conducting missionary work among the Germanic peoples was almost im-
possible without the permission of thei; rulers. Since Germanic kings were re-
sponsible for fostering the goodwill of the tribal gods toward their people, any
change in religion held a political as well as a religious connotation, as the sec-
ond passage reveals.

)
‘ o

When these [missionaries] had left, the holy
father Gregory sent after them'letters worthy
of our notice, which show most clearly his un-
wearying interest in the salvation of our na-
tion. The letter runs as follows:

“To our. well loved son Abbot! Mellitus:
Gregory, servant of the servants of God.

“Since the departure of yourself and your

companions, we have been somewhat anxious,

because we have received no news of the suc-
cess of your journey. Therefore, when by God’s

IThe elected head of a monastic community, the abbot
was supposed to rule justly and paternally following the
constitution (rule) of the community.

selves are to be aspersed {spfinkled] with holy\\

help you reach our most reverend brother; .

Bishop Augustine,? we wish you to inform him

that ‘we have been giving careful thought to -
the affairs of the English, and have come to the

conclusion that the temples of the idols in that

country-should on no account be destroyed. He .

N@‘

is“to destroy the idols; but the temples them

o
o

{

water, altars' set “up; and relics” enclosed ig@

?Augustine (not to be confused with Augustine of Hippo)
was an Italian monk who was sent in 597 to convert the
English to Christianity. He established his see (bishopric)
at Canterbury and founded others at Rochester and Lon-
don, successfully directing missionary activity in the
southern part of what is now England.




them. Por if these temples are well built, they
are to be purified from devil-worship,? and
dedicated to the service of the true God. In this
way, we hope that the people, seeing that its

temples are not destroyed, may abandon idol-
atry and resort to these places as before, and
Inay: comeé to know ‘and adore the true God.
And since they have’ a-custom of sactificing

many oxen to-devils, lec some other solemnity
be substituted in:its place, such as-a day of
Dedication® or the PESTivals of the holy ihars

tyrs {saints’ days} whose relics are enshrined
there. On such occasions they might well'
construct shelters of boughs for themselves
around the churches that were once temples,
and celebrate the solemnity with devout feast-
ing. They are no longer to sacrifice beasts to
the Devil, but they may kill them for food to
the praise of God, and give thanks to the Giver
of all gifts for His bounty. If the people are al--
lowed some wortldly pleasures in this way, they
will more readily come to desire the joys of the
spirit. For it is certainly impossible to erad-
icateall errors from obstinate minds at one
stroke, and whoever wishes to climb to a
mountain top climbs gradually step ‘by step,

and not in one leap. It was in this way that’

God revealed Himself to the Israelite people in
Egypt, permitting the sacrifices formerly of-
fered to the Devil to be offered thenceforward
to Himself instead. So He bade them sacrifice
beasts to Him, so that, once they became en-
lightened, they might abandon a wrong con-
ception of sacrifice, and adopt the right. For,
while they were to continue to offer beasts as
before, they were to offer them to God instead
of to idols, thus transforming the idea of sacri-
fice. Of your kindness, you are to inform our
brother Augustine of this policy, so that he
may consider how he may best implement it
on the spot. God keep you safe, my very dear

»

son. ...

3As Christianity was monotheistic, it denied the validity
of any other gods. Therefore, Christians customarily des-
ignated the pagan deities as “devils,” or evil spirits.

4The anniversary of the dedication or cofisecration of 2
church was celebrated as a holiday.
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In this passage from Bede's history, King Ed-
win (585-633) of Northumbria, one of
seven kingdoms of Britain, seeks his leading
councillors’ approval before converting to
Christianity. Some motives for accepting
Christianity are revealed in the royal coun-
cil’s discussion.

When Paulinus’ had spoken, the king an-
swered that he was both willing and obliged to
accept the Faith which he taught‘, but said that
he must discuss the matter with his principal
advisers and friends, so that if they weie in
agreement, they might all be cleansed [bap-
tized] together in Christ the Fount of Life.
Paulinus agreed, and the king kept his prom-
ise. He summoned a council of the wise mien,
and asked each in turn his opinion of this new
faith and new God being proclaimed.

Coifi, the High Priest, replied without hesi-
tation: “Your Majesty, let us give cateful con-
sideration to this new teaching, for I frankly
admit that, in my experience, the religion that
we have hitherto professed seems valueless and
powerless. None of your subjects has been
more devoted to the service of the gods than -
myself, yet there are many to whom you show
gteater favour, who receive greater honours,
and who are more successful in all their under-
takings. Now, if the gods had any power, they
would surely have favoured myself, who have
been mote zealous in their service. Therefore, if
on éxamination these new teachings are found
to be better and more effectual, let us not hési-
tate to accept them.”

Another of the king’s chief men signified his
agreement with this prudent argument, and
went on to say: “Your Majesty, when we com-
pare the present life of man with that time of
which we have no knowledge, it seems$ to me
like the swift flight of a lone sparrow through
the banqueting-hall where you sit in the winter

SPaulinus was 2 Roman monk sent in 601 by Pope Greg-
ory I to aid Augustine of Canterbury. In 627 he was con-
secrated bishop of York, where he baptized King Edwin of
Northumbria. . .
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months to dine with your thanesé and counsel-
lots. Inside there is a comforting fire to warm
the room; outside, the wintry storms of snow
and rain are raging. This sparrow flies swiftly
in through one door of the hall, and out
through another. While he is inside, he is safe
from the winter storms; but after a few mo-
ments of comfort, he vanishes from sight into
the darkness whence he came. Similarly, man
appears on earth for a little while, but we know
nothmg of what went before this life, and what
follows. Therefore if this new teaching can re-
veal any more certain knowledge, it seems only
right that we should follow it.” The other
elders and counsellors of the king, under God’s
guidance, gave the same advice.

Coifi then added that he wished to hear
Paulinus’ teaching about God in greater detail;
and when, at the king’s bidding, this had been

.given, the High Priést said: “I have long’ real-
ized that there is nothing in what we wor-
shipped,-for the more diligently I sought after
truth in our religion, the less I found. I now
pubhcly confess that this teaching clearly re-
veals truths that will afford us the blessings of
life, salvation, and eternal happiness. Therefore,

your Majesty, I submit that the temples and al-
tars that we have dedicated to no advantage be
immediately desecrated and burned.” In short,

the king granted blessed Paulinus full permis-
sion to preach, renounced 1dqlatry, and. pro-
fessed his acceptance of the Faith of Christ. And
when he asked the High Priest who should be
the first to profane the altars and shrines of the
idols, together with the enclosures that sut-

6A thane ranked just below a nobleman,

rounded them, Coifi rephed “Iwill do this my-
self, for now that the true God has granted me
knowledge, who more suitably than I can set a
public example, and destroy the idols that I
worshipped in ignorance?” So he formally re-
nounced his empty superstitions, and asked the
king to give him arms and a stallion—for hith-
erto it had not been lawful for the High Priest
to catty arms, or to ride anything but a mare—
and, thus equipped, he set out to destroy the
idols. Girded with 4 sword and with a spear in
his hand, he mounted the king’s stallion and
rode up to the idols. When the crowd saw him,
they thought he had gone mad, but without
hesitation, as soon as he reached the temple, he
cast a spear into it and profaned it. Then, full of
joy at his knowledge of the worship of the true
God, he told his companions to set fire to the
temple and its enclosures and destroy them.
The site where these idols once stood is still
shown, not far east of York,? beyond the river
Derwent, and is known as Goodmanham. Here
it was that the High Priest, inspired by the true
God, desecrated and destroyed the altars that
he had-himself dedicated.

So King Edwin, with all the nobility and a
large number of humbler folk, accepted the
Faith and were washed in the cleansing waters
of Baptism in the eleventh year of his reign,
which was the year 627, and about one hun-
dred and'eighty years after the first arrival of
the English in Britain.

"York (founded by the Romans as Eboracum) was the
principal town of northern Britain during the Middle
Ages. It became an archblshoprlc (major see) in the early
eighth century, and later a major political center during
the period of Viking rule.

Einhard

FORCIBLE CONVERSION

UNDER CHARLEMAGNE

Although most conversions were based on peaceful persuasion or a volun-
tary act of consent, occasionally Christianity was imposed by force. Thus, after




his long wars against the pagan Saxons, Charlemagne required the Saxons to
adopt Christianity and be assimilated into the Frankish kingdom. In his bio-
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graphy of Charlemagne, the Frankish historian Einhard (770-840) described

this event.

No war ever undertaken by the Frank nation
was carried on with such persistence and bit-
terness, ot cost so much labor, because the Sax-
ons,! like almost all the tribes of Germany,
were a fierce people, given to the worship of
) ‘devils, and hostile to our religion, and did not
consider it dishonorable to transgress and vio-
late all law, human and divine. Then there
were peculiar circumstances that tended to
cause a breach of peace every day. Except in a
few places, where large forests or mountain
ridges intervened and made the bounds cer-
tain, the line between ourselves and the Saxons
passed almost in its whole extent through an
open country, so that there was no end to the
muzders, thefts, and arsons on both sides. In
this way the Franks became so embittered that
they at last resolved to make reprisals no
longer, but to come to open war with the Sax-
ons [in 772}. Accordingly war was begun
against them, and was waged for thirty-three
successive years with great fury; more, how-
ever, to the disadvantage of the Saxons than
of the Franks. It could doubtless have been
brought to an end sooner, had it not been for
the faithlessness of the Saxons. It is hard to say
how often they were conquered, and humbly
submitting to the King, promised to do what
was enjoined upon them, gave without hesita-
tion the required hostages, and received the of-
ficers sent them from the King. They were

I'The Saxons were members of a Germanic tribe living be-
tween the Rhine and Elbe rivers.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

sometimes so much weakened and reduced
that they promised to renounce the worship of
devils, and to adopt Christianity, but they were
no less ready to violate these terms than
prompt to accept them, so that it is impossible
to tell which came easier to them to do;
scarcely a year”passed from the beginning of
the war without such changes on their part.
But the King did not suffer his high purpose
and steadfastness—firm alike in good and evil
fortune—to be wearied by any fickleness on
their part, or to be turned from the task that he
had undertaken; on the contrary, he never al-
lowed their faithless behavior to’ go unpun-
ished, but either took the field against them in
person, or sent his counts? with an army to
wreak vengeance and exact righteous satisfac-
tion. At last, after conquering and subduing’
all who had offered resistance, he took ten
thousand of those that lived on the banks of
the Elbe,3 and settled them, with their wives
and children, in many different bodies hete
and there in Gaul and Germany. The war that
had lasted so many years was at length ended
by their acceding to the terms offered by the
King; which were renunciation of their na-
tional religious customs and the worship of
devils, acceptance of the sacraments of the
Christian faith and religion, and union with
the Branks to form one people.

2Counts were royal officials exercising the king’s authot-
ity in districts called counties.

3The Elbe River, in central Germany, flows northwest-
ward into the North Sea.

1" How did Pope Gregoty hope to ease the transition of the English from pagan to

Christian beliefs and practices?

2. What considerations motivated the English kings and their councillors to convert

to Christianity?

3. What role did politics play in the conversion of the Saxon peoples to Christianity?




