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Early Middle Ages (476 C.E.-1000 C.E.)
You Mean There Was a Time Called the Dark Ages?
Europe Falls Apart
Scholars of European history identify the time  
between the Roman Empire and the “modern era” 
as the Middle Ages. When the western portion of 
the Roman Empire was conquered by German 
tribes, 1,000 years of Roman protection, power, 
and prosperity ended. Throughout Europe, people 
forgot about the glories of Rome and Greece. 
People forgot about science and math, art and 
literature, trade and progress. Instead, they had  
to worry about finding food for their families and  
keeping safe from enemies. The “light” of  
civilization was turned off. That is why the Middle 
Ages were also called the Dark Ages. (During this 
time, most of the rest of the world was doing very 
well and prospering; Mayas in the Americas; Axum, 

Invasion Routes to England 
Source: http://jfortunato.weebly.com/whi9-study-resources.html 

Invaders Across Europe
Because there was no central power in western Europe, outside groups disrupted the little social, economic, or political  
order which existed. The Vikings from Scandinavia in northern Europe were fierce warriors whose fast ships brought them into 

Middle Ages Castle in England 
Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bodiam_Castle_south.jpg

Great Zimbabwe and Ghana in Africa; and Chinese civilizations were at their height). As secular authority declined, people looked 
to religion to provide unity. The Roman Catholic Church grew in importance and was the only institution which existed throughout 
Europe. Church leaders, especially the pope in Rome, were more powerful than kings or emperors. Monks living in monasteries 
created beautiful religious books by hand. Monasteries were the only centers of learning during the early Middle Ages.

Germany, France, and England. The Magyars from Asia were excellent horsemen 
who settled in central Europe. Armies of Muslims came into southern Europe and 
conquered the Iberian peninsula of Spain and Portugal. The Angles and Saxons 
invaded England and brought their languages which became the basis for English.

Invaders Across Europe
Because there was no central power in western Europe, outside groups disrupted the 
little social, economic, or political order which existed. The Vikings from Scandinavia 
in northern Europe were fierce warriors whose fast ships brought them 

Feudalism
For protection, people looked for strong local leaders. The leaders, called nobles or lords, protected the peasants living on their 
lands in exchange for the peasants farming the land or serving as soldiers during times of war. The nobles depended on the  
protection of a more powerful lord, such as a count or a king, and, in exchange, provided soliders and taxes for the king. The 
noble was a vassal, someone who served a lord of higher rank. In return for the vassal’s service, the higher lord gave a fief - land 
and the permission to rule the people who lived on the land. The system – giving land in exchange for service and protection – 
was known as feudalism. Life in the feudal system centered around the manor. The manor was the property and buildings of a 
lord. The lord lived in a large house or a castle which provided protection from invaders. Knights were the warriors who fought  
with swords and shields and wore heavy suits of armor. At the bottom of the feudal hierarchy were the serfs. Serfs were  
peasant farmers who resided on the manor and served the lord. Serfs were bound to the land. Serfs could not leave the manor, 
own property, or marry without the permission of the lord. Hard to believe, but feudalism existed for hundreds of years because  
it provided for some primary basic needs of people – protection and order.
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Quick Review

Connection to Today
Feudalism provided security for the people of Europe, but it was a very 
rigid hierarchy. Explain how you have given up personal freedoms in 
exchange for security or protection? 

Resources
Learn 360
● Feudalism  (http://goo.gl/sqIzp)

● Castles and manors  (http://goo.gl/qW4RGT) 

1. Looking at the chart (right) of social rank during the Middle 
Ages, place the number next to the correct person below?

4. Pro and con: Describe two positive aspects of feudalism.  
Describe two negative aspects of feudalism.

2. What is the best answer for      ?      in the diagram above: 
A. Aztecs
B. Saxons
C. Greeks
D. Romans

3. Who was Charlemagne?
A. King of the Saxons who conquered England
B. King of the Franks who tried to bring back the Roman Empire
C. King of the Magyars who conquered central Europe
D. King of the Turks who expanded into north Africa

Key Vocabulary
Secular: not religious; not connected to or 
controlled by a church

Institution: a large organization which has 
great influence in its community

Monastery(ies): a building or buildings 
which house a community of monks

Monk: a man who lives in a religious community 
and devotes his time to prayer and service

Peasant: a farmer or a person who works on 
a farm

Feudalism: a political, economic, and social 
system during the Middle Ages

Armor: clothing made of metal or leather 
which protects a soldier during battle

Bound: restricted or limited; Example:  
peasants were bound (restricted) to the land  
on which they lived

Primary: of high importance

Charlemagne
During the early Middle Ages, one leader tried to bring back the greatness of the Roman Empire.  
Charlemagne, or Charles the Great, was a king of the Franks, a group that lived in northern Germany. 
Charlemagne conquered western and central Europe, including Germany, France, and Italy. In 800  
C.E., the pope placed a crown on Charlemagne’s head and declared him the new Roman emperor.  
Charlemagne brought peace, enforced laws, and built roads and schools. Charlemagne wanted  
his people to be educated and ordered the children of his officials to attend school. However,  
Charlemagne’s son and grandsons were not strong leaders and the empire fell apart after  
Charlemagne’s death. Feudalism again became the main system of government in Europe.
Charlemagne 
Source: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Albrecht_D%C3%BCrer_-_Emperor_Charlemagne_-_WGA06998.jpg

King _____ 

Knight _____ 

Church official _____

Lord or vassal _____

Serf _____


