Civilization in Medieval Europe

Early settlers displaced themselves in rural areas to find food and water.  Freshwater was found only along freshwater rivers and from a natural artesian well, naturally flowing water from the earth.   As the population grew and the ability to grow more food than one needed for his own family, organized townships began to emerge.  Once the Roman Empire conquers Europe a new stability emerges.  This new stability allows for a large growth spurt in population.  Europe is again vulnerable to raids after the fall of the Roman Empire.  New powers and allegiances start to form and new ways of defending people is developed.  The High Middle Ages sees the majority of civilizations are wrapped around castles moving to an urban life.

Settlers to Europe found plentiful freshwater and wild game to hunt.  Most of these settlers began as hunting parties.  Eventually, they brought their families along to start a fresh life in the newly discovered parts of Europe.  Early settlers setup homes along rivers where they could hunt, fish and grow crops, these families with other settlers started developing farmland to survive but as technology grows, so does their ability to produce more food on the same amount of land.   “Agricultural tools, such as the heavy plow, along with new methods for harnessing animal power, such as the horse collar, enabled farmers to work the rich, dense soil of northern Europe using less labor.”1  An abundance of food gives the settlers something to trade.  Rural trading villages start popping up around the trading villages.  

The Roman occupation of Europe provided stability for locals to implement the latest technologies, which enabled them to produce even more foodstuffs.  This stability also enabled the population to grow.  Europe found itself defenseless to raiding parties with the fall of the Roman Empire.  The Vikings invaded from the north, the Muslims were invading from the south through Africa and Magyars invaded Europe from the east.  These raiding parties caused havoc in Europe requiring the newly formed governments to institute forms of protection.  The overwhelming positive measure utilized was called the feudal system.  The King of Franca, who gave overlords property, established the feudal system.  “The obligation of the Overlord to his subjects was to establish justice and protect them from raiding parties.  These Overlords traditionally built castles as a means of protecting themselves.”2  These castles were built on the Overlord’s property; therefore most castles were built away from the cities that the Roman Empire had built during their time of power.  Most of these cities were abandoned because the locals would rush to the castles during raids; eventually these castles became a center of commerce.  “The merchants would find large amounts of customers around the castles to peddle their wares. They eventually stayed and built domiciles around the castles.  Some of these merchants would pay for the building of a second wall around the castles in order to protect their properties.”3 

Although Arabia was where one of the earliest cities was formed, Islam as a whole remained primarily tribal.  Some cities were developed but most of the Muslim’s move to urbanization was performed through military operations.  The Muslim’s movement and occupation into North Africa and Spain found these warriors becoming urbanized.  Islam had a substantial impact on Europe’s development, not as an occupier but more by their contribution to the society.  For an example “the game of chess came to Europe from India via Islam, chess picked up Persian terms along the way; checkmate is from the Persian Shah-mat “The King is dead”.  Poetry and music of the troubadours came from Moslem Spain in Provence, and from Moslem Sicily in Italy; and Arabic descriptions of trips to heaven and hell may have shared in forming The Divine Comedy.” 4   Some of the words we use today originated from Islam: orange, lemon, sugar, syrup, sofa, bazaar, caravan and admiral are just a few of them.  “Moslem science preserved and developed Greek mathematics, physics, chemistry, astronomy and medicine and transmitted this Greek heritage”. 5 Thus when someone says about mathematics, “its Greek to me” we now know they aren’t kidding.

Charles the Simple was unable to keep Vikings from raiding Northern France, so he gave a Fief to Rollo, the leader of the Vikings in the area called Normandy.  Normandy would now oppose any other Viking raids inside France down the Seine River.  William, the new leader of the Vikings in Normandy, took England as a whole and claimed himself King; he used the existing government structure that was in place; however he replace the sheriffs with his own people.  The new King of England, King William I, was now not only King of England but also the Duke of Normandy, as well as a Viking King in his homeland.  Eventually, King William I used English troops in Normandy’s defense.  To say the least, this outraged the French King Phillip Augustus so that King Phillip eventually got Normandy under French control.

More stabilized government allowed for economics developments to flourish.  “Larger sovereignties emerged and as state regulation supplemented or superseded guild and municipal regulation, economic enterprise could operate more freely over wider territories.”6  With an incline in commerce more non-farmers, merchants, gathered in cities.  Within these cities, farmers would bring their food stuffs to market, because of the increased markets, taverns were built to house and feed other merchants and visiting relatives, customers bought dresses from dress makers as well as tools from artisans who sold their products in their shops.  There also were bakeries, wax candle makers, most of which cater to the “higher class” of people. 

Life inside the cities found new entertainment in the form of traveling singers, actors, magicians, and you might be able to see a traveling circus, or a fair.  Some of these travelers were also gypsies who could tell your fortune for a small fee.  Some of the visiting customers and traveling merchants found refuge in local taverns where beds were rented for the night.  Sanitation issues emerged due to the problems on how the people would get rid of their refuge and they passed a city law that “forbade emptying the end products of kitchen, bedroom or bath through the windows, but the tenants of upper stores often yielded to the convenience.”7  Sanitation had to be provided to customers by latrines outside of the buildings.  

With the re-population of cities parents wanted to start sending their children to be educated.  At this time the Roman Catholic Church provided the only higher education available.  Many people wanted to study what man has done instead of what god has done and this lead to the development of universities.   Studies at the early universities included grammar, rhetoric, math, geometry, astronomy and music.  

By the end of the High Middle Ages 10 to 15% of Europe’s population was living urban life.

This is quite a distance from the early years when settlers formed hunting parties and discovered the new lands.  It is also quite amazing that reading thru the occupation of the Roman Empire to the governments established by Kings that we are able to “see” how cities were formed, as well on how governments were established.  Basically if you want to see how a current event will end, just look back 100 or 1000 years ago.  You’ll find a similar event and the outcome will be very similar.  It’s a shame that we still keep making the same mistakes and expect different results.  
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