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In the late 11th century, Christendom experienced a cultural revival. In the 12th and 13th centuries, a rich civilization united the educated in the lands from England to Sicily. Gothic cathedrals were erected throughout Europe. Universities sprang up. Roman authors were read again and their style imitated. The quality of Latin improved, and poetry abounded. Roman law emerged anew and regained its importance. Men of genius harmonized Christian doctrines and Greek philosophy. Several factors contributed to this cultural explosion, known as the 12th century awakening. The Muslim, Magyar, and Viking attacks ended, kings and lords imposed more order, people found greater travel and communication opportunities too. The trade revival and town growth created a need for literacy. Increasing contact with Islam and Byzantium in Spain and Sicily led to the translation of many Greek words. The 12th century awakening was also kindled by the Carolingian Renaissance, whose cultural lights had dimmed, but never vanished in the period of disorder after Charlemagne died. During the 12th century, cathedral schools in towns gained importance. But the chief expression of expanding intelligence was the university. The first universities were not planned but grew spontaneously. They developed as students eager for knowledge needed for high positions gathered around prominent teachers. The renewed importance of Roman law drew students to study with masters. The university was really a guild of masters or students who joined together to defend their interests against church or town. A university might emerge when students united because of needs, such as protection against overcharging townspeople. The students could make demands on their instructors. The University of Paris, which evolved from Notre Dame’s cathedral school was the creation of a corporation of masters. Students attended lectures, prepared for examinations, and earned degrees. They studied grammar, rhetoric, logic, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, music, medicine, and church law and theology. The curriculum relied heavily on the works of Aristotle. Universities performed a crucial function. Students learned the habit of reasoned argument. Universities trained professional secretaries and lawyers, who administered church, state, and city affairs. The universities also produced theologians and philosophers. Since the curriculum was the same in all the lands, the learning disseminated by universities tightened the cultural bonds throughout Europe. Universities established a tradition of learning that never died. A distinctive world-view evolved during the Middle Ages. In this view, the Creator determined what constituted good life. Thus, reason that was not religious was wrong. Ultimately, the good life was of a higher world with God. This Christian belief made life and death purposeful and intelligible. Medieval thinkers differentiated between spirit and matter. Moral values derived from the higher world. Two sets of laws operated in the medieval world, one for heaven and one for earth. From Aristotle and Ptolemy, medieval thinkers inherited the theory that earth was the center of the universe. This theory held that seven transparent spheres revolved around earth (Mercury through Saturn), outside them was a sphere of fixed stars enclosing the planetary system. Outside them were the three heavenly spheres. The Empyrean Heaven, where god existed, the Prime Mover, were god transmitted motion to the planetary spheres, and the Crystalline Heaven, the lowest sphere. An earth-centered universe accorded with the Christian idea that God created the universe for man. Because god created man, they deserved the central position. Also acceptable was the distinction drawn by Aristotle between the world above the moon and the one below it. At the center of medieval belief was the idea of God and a wretched human being. Man had defied from God from the beginning, and made evil an intrinsic part of the human personality. But God showed them a way out of sin. With God’s grace, man could overcome its sinful nature and gain salvation. The medieval individual’s understanding of self related to a universal hierarchy culminating in God. Medieval individuals derived a sense of security from the hierarchical universe, in which the human position was clearly defined. Although they were sinners, they could ascend to the higher world of perfection. They enjoyed the unique distinction that each human soul was precious. Medieval thinkers also arranged knowledge in a hierarchical order. Human nobility derived from intelligence and free will. But if individuals disobeyed God, they brought misery upon themselves. To challenge God with human will constituted the sin of pride. Such behavior invited self-destruction. In the medieval view, neither mature nor man could be understood apart from God and his revelation. All reality emanated from God and was purposefully arranged in a spiritual hierarchy. Three great expressions of this view of life were scholastic and philosophy, The Divine Comedy by Dante, and the Gothic cathedral. 


