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among which re d · scernible the germs of su h later-day states 
as Italy , Fran e , and Germany. W"tho t the unifying f or ce of a 
v i gor ous common ultu.re and a st ong E ope n- wi de economy, re
v i val of a asting empir e as impossible. Neverthe ess, i t was 
in j ust this terr i -rory . · le over by the a �o�l�i�n �g�~ �a�n�s� the 
f a"Tlil y of har emagne tha t he fmundations of Weste n Civi liza
tion were l aid . 

Geography and histo y no �o�u�b�~� helped the F· anks in �~ �h�e�i�r� 

creat:1ve ask. Important l so ¥as t he f act t whereas t he 
ot her Germanic tribes had ac epted and long adhere o Ar ian 
Christianity, he .Franks a-r t he t:ime of Clovis ha. accepted t he 
same form of orthodox Ch ist1a1"t:y as the Ro ans among whom 
they set t ed, Final y, whe. eas he Germanic t:ri es who settled 
i n Italy we: e bso bed by the local popula' ion, the areas of 
Fr ankish se t: lement were much less Romanized1 facili tating the 
creation of someth:ing new. Nev r havi ng moved far fr om t heir 
original ho el �:�;�~�.�n�d�~� the F·.ra_ ks barl r:ot lost t .h ir �c�o �h�e �~�i �o�n� as 
had the ot her G-rmanic tribes. 

liJ;e ca.re r s of "" ovis and, even mo e > of ha:rlemag e i l -
lus rate the three element.s which f bed to start West.ern Civi l
�i �z�a �t�i �o �n �~� the Germauic, t he Greco- Roman, and t he hrist' an. 
Germanic trib ·s contributed concepts of .iaw, forms of politi cal 
organization ,, :andy above all, themselves; mi :n. and body - - . ;) 
minds to t · r n a cul t'tl:r'e ir.to a ci vi lizat i n and a abor f orce Y 
to clear the and. !<'rom Rome came such element as an inter 
national language Latin) and an �i�m �p �e�r�~�:�a �. �l� t . adi tion . Christi
anity ontribu.te the aom1nant re igi ous faith . n the f us i on 
of the �t�~�r�e�e� dur ing the Dark Ages, Western Civil i zation �~�a �s� 

born.J 

o ca 1 the early id . s - from abo t �~ �0�0� to about 
000) -- he D k �A �g�~ �s� does ignore t his creativity, but it 

underscor·s the fac t tha this was also a i me of dest cti on 
and testing, du ing wh1ch t he f ·uture of Eu· opa was almos t cer
t ainly i do·obt. The Germanic and other invasions had destroyed 
the politica and economic foundati ons on which Roman Civil iza
tion had been built , Tinstea.d of the imperial system of govern
ment , t he only arrangJnient tha seemed wo kable was a l ocalized 
oni;J own life , so vital in the Roman world, v: • all disap.:r 
peared, The famous Roman oads fell i nto disrepair. Muni c i pal 
�~�n �s �t� tut:ions vanished; walls a d buildings crumbled and were 
not rebuilt; and the town sites themselves we· e ei her deserted 
or inhabite by only a fraction of thei �f�o�r�~�e�r� population, 
Ru i ned vill as and overg. own fie ds marred t he face of t he coun
trys i de . The total populat· on of France i n 950 was pr obably 
less than at any time during the previous thousand years . The 
fl ourishing nternation 1 commerce of the western Mediterranean 
world in Roman times was disrupte by inv sions and gave way to 
a near subsistence economy wi th a minimum of trade. Instead of 
produci ng a varied cul ural lif e > men's energies were devot ed to 
mere survival , t getting �e�n�~� gh to sub ist and to avoid being 
killed . There was t ime fo lit le else , Al ho gh ndoubtedly 
much of t he evidence of l ife in this pe. iod has long since 
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disappeared, it seems saf e t o say that there was very l ittle in 
the way of painting, architecture, scu lpt ure, literatu re, or 
philosophy , Some skills appear to hav e been lost completely. 
Writing almost fell i n t o this category . If we can believe his 
biographer , even the mighty Charlemagne cou ld never learn to 
write, despite valiant effor ·s , The use of Greek all but dis
appeared, a nd Classical Latin was s u pplanted by a different 
written form, much like t he spoken Latin o f the later empire, 

What c :rumbs of Class ical learning sur vived in the West 
were preserved by the Church, which g r adually lessened its sus
picion of t his lear ning and even tried to make use of it , Now 

· education-- e ven liter acy-- became vi r tually a clerical 
monopoly , Almost all scholar s i.n the Dark Ages were churchmen, 
who copied salvaged manuscripts y composed what few new books 
were written , and taught in t he schools a t tached to cathedrals 
or monaster ies , Va luable though the Chur ch's work of preser
vation was f or he future ~ d uring t he five hundr ed years of the 
Dark Ages i t seemed lar gely ster ile . What was preserved was 
fragmentary . The few b e tter-educated chur chmen were hau nted by 
an agonizing sense of how slight was their comprehension of a 
great cultural t radition . The copyists i n the monasteries often 
did not u nder s tand what they were copying, recognizing only that 
it surpassed their own c r eative abili t y . l:[cholars were reduced 
to producing mere compendiums, in which fragme nts of Classical ~.-
lore wer e rearranged at about the level of a modern student's 
lecture no tf!J4 

N~ertheless, the Dark Ages did c r eate Western Civiliza
tion , ·~out the ten th century the pulse of Western Europe v
speeded up.":J So far as we can tell from t he scanty and inac
curate re60rds, populat ion began an increase which continued 
until abou t 1300 when it leveled off . Old town sites were re
occupied, while the existence at t he p r esent day of numerous 
Newtowns , Newt ons, Neuburgs ~ and Villeneuves (as well as the 
less obviou s Novgorod in Russia) illustrat es the c r eation of 
new settlement s . St eadily clearings encr oached on the forest, 
bringing new land into cultivation . New institutions were 
created . '.lllem was a quickening interest in things of the mind. 
A new type of architecture appeared , called Romanesque on the 
Continent and Nor man in England . It was heavy and solid with 
the small windows and massive walls of fortifications and with 
simple ornamentation . It expr essed admirably ~he rude grace, 
the strength, and the simplici t y o f a new and vigorous culture. 

~st why medieval man managed to pull himself out o f the 
Dark Ages still puzzles historians , and our answers can be only 
tentative . Some choose t o put the answer in t erms of challenge 
and response . The chal lenge was the c ollapse of both the Roman 
and the Germanic ways of life . 'fflnly two responses were pos
sible : life among the ruins or~he organization of a new way 
of life . However , this does not explain why the latter al ter-v 
native prevailed . The growing sense of security which is 
evident after the t enth century i s probably bot h cause and 
effect of this change . A man could now hope to build a house, 
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plant a c r op , cle a r ne w land , and so on with a good chance o f 
s urviving t o benefit from hi.s wor k . 'I'he last o f the invaders 
(Nort hmen f r om Sc a nd.1navia and Magyar s from the eas t ) settled 
down among t hei r p redecessors . Gradu a.1ly t he g a llant effo r ts 
of the Church soft ened manners somewha~ while saving sou l s . I n 
some are as , fo r example , i t imposed i n the eleventh century t he 
Truce o f God ( a p r ohibit ion of f ight i.ng d" .:r ing certain periods ) v
which was e nforce d by the joi n t e ff orts of the bishops and 
secular ma gnat es . More e ff ect ive i n r es oring a mi n imQm o f 
o rder was t he institut ion of a new s ystem o f gove:rnment in 
Wes tern Europe ~ f e da.lisrn;t 


