


















As warlike tribes swept across western Europe, and powerful kings 
emerged, another transforming force appeared—the Christian Church. 
Throughout these years of change, many people turned to the Church 
because it offered them a sense of stability and hope. The heart, or 
center, of the Church was in Rome, the seat of the papacy. Slowly, more 
and more groups of people became Christians, including the Germanic 
tribes. Over time, the Church became even richer and more powerful 
than many kings and queens. 

It is this time—when the Roman Empire was no longer the only 
powerful force in Europe—that many historians consider to be the start 
of the Middle Ages. Roman, Germanic, and Christian ideas, as well as 
powerful kings, began to shape western Europe. 

In one of the Germanic regions,  a great ruler emerged. His name 
was Charles, and he took control of much of the land that later became 
France. Charles ruled for more than 45 years. He increased the size of his 
empire by gaining land in areas that are now part of Germany, Austria, 
Italy, and Spain. As king, Charles defended the authority of the Church. 
He promoted the spread of Christianity. On Christmas Day, in 800 CE, 
he was crowned Roman emperor by the pope in Rome. His reputation 
was so great that, later, writers called him Charlemagne, which means 
“Charles the Great.”

Pope Leo III crowned Charlemagne Roman Emperor in 800 CE.
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to the aid of his serfs. Even when food supplies were low, serfs were not 
allowed to hunt in the lord’s forests. However, to avoid starving, people 
sometimes hunted illegally. This was called poaching, and serfs who 
were caught poaching were severely punished. 

Some farmworkers were freemen. Freemen were not under the 
same strict control of the lord. If a serf ran away from his home, and 
managed to live for a year and a day in a town without being found, he 
could become a freeman, too.

The Middle Ages was a violent time compared to how we live 
today. There were frequent wars and uprisings, including rebellions 
against the king by rival nobles. The need for armed protection shaped 
medieval society. Usually, high-ranking nobles swore their loyalty to the 
king and lords swore their loyalty to higher-ranking nobles. Freemen 
and serfs had to be loyal to their lord. In exchange for their loyalty, 
the lord offered his protection. If the lord needed to raise an army, he 
would require freemen on his estates to serve as foot soldiers. 
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Women also joined the Church. 
Women who devoted their lives to the 
Church were called nuns. Nuns lived in 
convents, or nunneries. Nuns received 
many of the same benefits as monks. They 
were educated and were taught crafts and 
other skills. 

As the Church grew in power and 
influence, it became very wealthy. The 
Church raised taxes and it owned land. 
People who held powerful positions within 
the Church often came from wealthy noble 
families. They gave large amounts of money 
to the Church. The Church also influenced 
political decisions and supported or opposed kings. 

Not only powerful people gave 
money to the Church. All Christians 
were required to pay one-tenth of 
their earnings to the Church. This 
payment was known as a tithe.

However, there was a troubling 
side to this deeply religious period 
in history. Some people expressed 
ideas with which the pope and  
other Church leaders disagreed. 
Church leaders called these 
contradictory opinions heresy, 
and the people who held them 
were called heretics. Heretics were 
treated cruelly. 

Interior of the Duomo, or Cathedral, of 
Pisa, Italy, begun in the 1000s

A painting from the 1400s 
shows nuns kneeling in prayer.
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Medieval Musings
1. What did monks and nuns write with?  
(Clue: This writing tool was once attached to a 
creature that can fly.)

2. Certain religious people provided serfs with 
medical care. Who do you think those people were?

John Duns Scotus, a member of the Church
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Medieval Musings
War was a constant part of life in the Middle Ages. Men had 
to be able to fight, often to the death. Below are a number 
of medieval weapons of war. Match the weapons to the 
descriptions that follow.

2. 4.1. 3.

A. This kind of weapon was used in hand-to-hand combat by 
knights. 

B. This was an interesting weapon because it was used to 
launch all kinds of objects over long distances, as well as over 
castle walls. For example, stones, burning oil, animal dung, and 
plague-ridden dead bodies were launched into the air.

C. This was perhaps the weapon of choice in England in the 
Middle Ages. Archers were expected to be expert marksmen. 
Archers spent a great deal of time training. In England, in the 
1200s, a law was passed stating that all men between the ages 
of 15 and 60 years old must have these weapons and know 
how to use them.

D. These partner weapons were used by knights and some 
foot soldiers.
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Robin Hood
Did the English hero Robin Hood really exist? It is difficult to 

say. The earliest reference to the legend of Robin Hood appears to 
date from about 1377 CE, and the oldest manuscript is from the 
late 1400s. The stories of Robin Hood’s adventures first appeared 
in the form of ballads. As the legend goes, Robin and his band of 
men lived in the forests of northern England. Robin was thought 
to be a hero because he challenged the local lords, and even the 
king. English kings had raised taxes and introduced strict hunting 
laws, which prevented many people from entering royal forests. It 
is possible that there really was an outlaw like Robin Hood who 
challenged these laws. However, it is also possible that a fictional 
character named Robin Hood was created by storytellers to explain 
how difficult life was for many people during 
this period in history.

Robin Hood and his band of outlaws
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Knighton
























But nathelees, whil I have tyme and space,

Er that I ferther in this tale pace,

Me thynketh it acordaunt to resoun

To telle yow al the condicioun

Of ech of hem, so as it semed me,

And whiche they weren, and of what degree,

And eek in what array that they were inne;

And at a knyght than wol I first bigynne.
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Chapter 10Chapter 10

Arabia
THE BIG QUESTION
How can we describe 
the environment into 
which Muhammad  
was born?

The Middle Ages (Part 1) revealed a time in Western Europe 
when the Christian Church slowly replaced the Roman Empire. You 
learned about the extraordinary power of the Church and its complex 
relationship with rulers and the nobility.

While Western Europe became Christian, other powers and ideas 
arose in the rest of the former Roman Empire. In the East, a new 
religion emerged: Islam. From the seventh century CE, the followers of 
this religion, Muslims, created enormous empires that lasted hundreds 
and hundreds of years. 

Muhammad, the founder of Islam, was born hundreds of years 
after Jesus, but both men had such a tremendous influence, shaping 
the world in which we live. Today, Christianity and Islam are the two 
largest religions in the world. More than half of the world’s population, 
over four billion people, is either Christian or Muslim.

The Byzantine Empire and Arabia

Muhammad was born at a time of enormous change. The Roman 
Empire had dominated for centuries. It had covered land that more 
than forty different countries occupy today. Europe, large parts of 
Africa, and the Middle East were all once part of the Roman Empire. 
Many believed it would last forever. 
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Arabia

Arabia was a very diverse place. As people traveled, trading 
between the West and the East, some settled in Arabia. These 
included Christians and Jews, who believed in one god—they were 
monotheistic. There were also local people who were polytheistic.

Most people in Arabia lived in tribes, without a formal government. 
Each tribe was divided into many clans. Tribes were family based: you 
were born into a particular clan, within a particular tribe.

Clans would often fight one another, 
but they would also band together to 
fight other tribes. Your fate was tied to 
the others in your tribe (your family). If 
your clan or tribe became richer or more 
successful, you would find your fortunes 
rose or fell with theirs.

Some of the Arabian tribes founded 
towns such as Mecca in western Arabia, 
which was important for two reasons. 

First, it had a water well. Life was harsh and dangerous in the arid 
Arabian climate, and without a regular supply of water, families could 
not survive and settle in one place. As a result, most people were 
nomadic. But in Mecca, because of the water, they could stay in one 
place. That made Mecca a perfect town for people to settle.

Second, Mecca held a famous shrine worshipped by the local 
polytheists: the Kaaba (see box on page 122). A tribe called the 
Quraysh looked after the Kaaba and traded with other towns. One 
day, toward the end of the sixth century CE, a boy was born into that 
tribe. His name was Muhammad.

A silver coin from the 
Persian Empire
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Futuh al-Haramayn, a well-known Persian guide to the Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina
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final sermon he had talked about his son-in-law, Ali. Therefore, some 
of Muhammad’s followers believed he had intended for Ali to lead the 
Muslims after his death. Others who heard the same words, however, 
felt that Muhammad had not intended for Ali to be the new leader 
but was instead merely using him as an example of an important and 
faithful Muslim. As you will discover later, this disagreement was very 
important in Islam’s history: the ambiguity over the role of Ali caused 
a lot of discord among the new Muslims, even as they continued 
to expand and conquer. Eventually, this led to the formation of two 
different branches of Islam—the Shia and the Sunni.

Muhammad left a great legacy. He overcame many challenges as 
a young boy and became the most important religious and political 
leader in Arabia. It was in many ways his continued influence after his 
death that was most extraordinary.

Worshippers at the Kaaba in Mecca 





Chapter 12Chapter 12

The Caliphate
THE BIG QUESTION
How did people in 
the remote region 
of Arabia defeat two 
mighty empires?

The First Caliph: Abu Bakr

Muhammad died 20 years after he began preaching his message. 
Many of his “Community of Believers” had only recently converted, 
and their loyalty was not always strong. It was not clear if Islam 
would survive.

There needed to be a successor to Muhammad, and fast. The 
important people of Medina, which remained the most central city 
after Muhammad’s death, 
met in private. When they 
emerged, they announced 
that Abu Bakr would be the 
caliph, or successor (meaning 
Muhammad’s successor).

Muhammad had many 
children, all of whom died 
during his lifetime, except for 
Fatimah (wife of Ali). He also 
had a large extended family. 
After the death of his first wife, 
Khadijah, he had married again Abu Bakr and the Muslims
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As the fighting began, Vahan realized the Muslims had 
indeed gained confidence. They attacked in force, while Abu 
Ubayda’s mobile army galloped around and attacked the 
Byzantines from the left and the rear. The Byzantines’ left 
wing collapsed.

Vahan, seeing the disaster, tried to order his cavalry to 
respond. But he was too late. While the Byzantine cavalry were 
forming, Khalid attacked them. The cavalry fled to the north. 
Abu Ubayda’s mobile guard rejoined the other Muslim soldiers, 
continuing to destroy the Byzantine army’s left wing. 

Vahan knew he was beaten and ordered a retreat. The 
Byzantines fled, only to find troops blocking them. As they 
scrambled, many fell into the deep ravines surrounding the 
plains, or dove into the waters only to be smashed by the 
rocks below. 

Some soldiers did escape, including Vahan. But shortly 
afterward, Abu Ubayda’s soldiers found them and fought them 
again near Damascus. This time, Vahan was killed. At least, he 
thought as he died, I will not see my Emperor’s face when he 
realizes his Great Empire has been broken.
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The Dome of the Rock

Toward the end of the Islamic civil war, the Umayyad caliph Abd 
al-Malik built the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. It is one of the oldest 
Islamic buildings and Islam’s first great masterpiece. 

Muhammad was believed to have ascended to heaven during his 
lifetime in an event called the Night Journey. Muslims disagree over 
whether this event occurred in Mecca or in Jerusalem. The Dome is a 
shrine that some Muslims in later centuries (and most Muslims today) 
have identified as marking the location from which Muhammad was 
believed to have ascended.

The Dome combines architectural styles from different parts of the 
Islamic empire. The structure followed a Byzantine model, but the tiles 
were brought from Persia. The result was something completely new 
that changed over the centuries.

The Dome of the Rock
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Mosques

1) Grand Mosque in Abu Dhabi, the capital city of the United 
Arab Emirates;  2) an interior view of the Hagia Sophia in 
Istanbul ;  and 3) Islamic arches in Riad, Morocco

A mosque is the name for an Islamic place of worship, similar to 
synagogues for Jews and churches for Christians.

Over the centuries there have been many great mosques built 
throughout the Islamic empire. Many share common characteristics:

•	 All mosques have a mihrab, or prayer niche, pointing to 
Mecca; this is the direction in which Muslims pray.

•	 Many mosques have minarets, or tall towers used to call 
people to prayer.

•	 Calligraphy and geometric designs are both common 
features in mosques.

















































Chapter 16Chapter 16

Kalila and Dimna

Introduction

Kalila and Dimna is a series of animal folktales that has been 
extremely popular in the Muslim world and beyond since the eighth 
century. Originally based on Indian stories, it was translated many 
times and is considered a masterpiece of Arabic writing. It is in some 
ways a symbol of the way the Islamic empires adopted, translated, and 
refined ideas from many different cultures.

Each story in Kalila and Dimna talks of friendship, leadership, and 
other human traits. “The Crane and the Crab” is one such story.
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“Why are you so sad?” asked the crab, who was a nice 
crab and always concerned about her fellow creatures.

“My dear, I have heard the worst news. And I don’t 
know what to do about it!” the crane said, shaking his 
head from side to side. “I heard two fishermen talking, 
not twenty feet from where we are standing. They plan to 
drain the pond! These humans are so greedy. They don’t 
fish a little, like I do. They want to take everything.”

“But this is terrible!” said the crab. “What will my 
friends, the fishes, do? They will all die when the pond 
is drained. They don’t like you much (no offense, Mr. 
Crane), but at least you don’t kill them all at once.”

“I know,” answered the crane, “but I fear that, though 
I know a way out for the fishes, they will never trust me. 
I have eaten too many of them in the past. Alas, if only I 
had been a vegetarian crane.”

The crab sat and pondered a while, her claws waving 
gently. “I think perhaps it was fated that I meet you, Mr. 
Crane. I can talk to the fishes and persuade them to listen 
to your plan.”
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I do not return with news of this pond, we will know the 
crane has tricked us.”

With that, the king of the fishes flung himself into 
the air, and the crane caught him neatly in his beak. 
Soaring up through the sky, the crane flew to the hills. 
Just as he said, a larger pond sat there, shaded by trees. 

The crane carefully deposited the king of the fishes 
into the pond and allowed him to swim for several 
minutes. Eventually, the king declared the new kingdom 
safe, and the crane carried him back to his subjects below.

The fish rejoiced! They had been saved, and the 
crane had proved trustworthy. The next two fish hopped 
into the crane’s beak to be carried off to the new pond.

Or so they thought.

For the crane had been waiting for this moment all 
along. He was, if you will remember, a cunning crane.

There had never been two fishermen, or a plan to drain 
the pond. Instead of carrying the new fish to the pond in 
the hills, he took them to a rock. As they flopped on the 
rock’s surface, gasping, he ate them both in one big gulp. 
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Ibn Battuta

teaching geography, mathematics, science, and medicine. Several great 
mosques were built in the city, too. 

Ibn Battuta in West Africa

Ibn Battuta may be the world’s greatest ever traveler. In 1325, at the 
age of twenty-one, he left his native 
Morocco to travel the known Islamic 
world, and he kept moving until he 
was nearly fifty years old.

One of Ibn Battuta’s first 
visits was to the great city of 
Cairo in Egypt in 1326, just two 
years after King Musa had passed 
through on his way to Mecca. The 
people of Cairo were still talking 
about the remarkable journey and 
the amount of gold Musa had given them. 
It was probably then that Ibn Battuta decided he should visit Musa’s 
great empire.

But it was almost 30 years later, on his last journey, that Ibn Battuta 
finally crossed the Sahara. 

Ibn Battuta first traveled to Sijilmassa, on the northern border of 
the Sahara, arriving there in October of 1351. Sijilmassa lay in a huge 
oasis and was on the trade route through the Sahara. From south of 
the Sahara came gold, ivory, ostrich feathers, and hides. These were 
exchanged for dates, perfumes, swords, books, and more from North 
Africa and the Middle East.

Ibn Battuta was forced to wait four months in Sijilmassa. Even camels 
could not usually cross the desert without dying from lack of water and 
heat. Finally, in February of 1352, merchants were willing to set out. 
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Enrichment Enrichment 

Scheherazade

The Islamic Classical Age was not only a time of science, 
mathematics, and art, but also one of literature. One Thousand and One 
Nights (also known as Arabian Nights) is a collection of folktales dating 
from this time. Different copies have different stories, but they all share 
the story of Scheherazade. 

Scheherazade was a great heroine. She was a brave woman, trying to 
help her father. And through her cleverness and imagination, she turned a 
difficult situation into a triumph.

“The Three Apples,” one of the original tales from One Thousand and 
One Nights, is thought to be one of the earliest detective stories  
in literature. 
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Glossary
A
abscesses, n. inflammations caused by bacteria

access, v. approach; use

acknowledge, v. accept; recognize

acquire, v. to get (acquired)

advise, v. to give a suggestion about how something should be done

agitated, adj. upset

air, n. appearance

algebra, n. a branch of mathematics

alternately, adv. switching regularly and repeatedly

ambiguity, n. uncertainty of meaning or intention

ancestral, adj. related to a person’s relatives from long ago

anchored, adj. strongly connected

appoint, v. to choose someone to do a specific job (appointed)

apprentice, n. a person who learns a skill or trade by working 
with a skilled craftsman for a period of time, usually for no pay 
(apprenticeship)

arbiter, n. a person with the authority to settle disputes

arcades, n. covered passageways

arches, n. openings or gateways that are curved on top (arch)

architectural, adj. relating to the design and construction of 
buildings (architecture)
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