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The centuries of greatness from the Islamic and Byzantine civilizations enriched the Western world. They did not produce the major breakthroughs that gave rise to the modern world. That was the singular achievement of Europe. During the Middle Ages, Latin Christendom evolved that integrated many elements. Christianity was the center of medieval civilization. Rome was the spiritual capital, and Latin the language of intellectual life, while Germanic customs pervaded. During the Early Middle Ages (500-1050), Christendom was culturally behind the two Eastern civilizations and did not catch up till the 12th century. In centuries to come, it produced the movements that brought the modern age; the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Scientific Revolution, the Age of Enlightenment, the French Revolution, and the Industrial Revolution. From the 6th to 8th century, Europeans struggled to overcome the disorder created by the downfall of the Roman Empire. In the process, a new civilization took root. Christianity had already intermingled with the Greco-Roman tradition, Now the Germanic tradition came during the 5th century and after with the invading tribes of the Visigoths, Vandals, Franks, Angles, Saxons, Ostrogoths, and others who founded kingdoms in former Roman Empire. Even before the invasions, the tribes had acquired some knowledge of Roman culture and liked it. Therefore, the new rulers wanted to share in its advantages. The Ostrogoth ruler of Italy, Theodoric the Great, retained the Roman Senate, civil service, and schools, and aristocratic Roman families continued to hold high offices. In Spain and Gaul, Roman law was maintained for conquered subjects, and the Frankish ruler wore Roman colors and took Roman titles. Latin remained the official language of administration. However, the Germanic kingdoms provided a poor political base on which to revive a dying civilization. Most of the kingdoms survived a short time. An exception to this trend occurred in Gaul and south-central Germany, where the most successful of the kingdoms was established by the Franks. The Roman world was too far gone to be rescued, and the Germans were culturally unprepared to play the role of rescuer anyway. By the end of the 7th century, the old Roman lands showed decline. While brave, the Germans were a rural and warrior people, tribal in organization and outlook. Their native culture was primitive compared with the Greco-Roman world. The Germans were not equipped to reform the Roman systems. Roman ideas of citizenship and the legal state were alien to Germanic tradition. The Germans gave loyalty to their family and tribal chief, not to an impersonal state that governed many peoples. The king viewed his land as a private possession, which could be divided after his death, a custom that produced many civil wars. Unlike the Romans, the Germans had trained civil servants to administer the state and there was no secure financial base for the government. Barbarian kings divided their kingdoms into districts and chose members of noble families to rule each one. These noble counts dispensed justice, maintained order, and collected rents and dues owed to the king. The danger always existed that the counts would overthrow the monarch. The Germans found Roman law strange. German law at the time of the invasions was unwritten customs. Roman law applied to all, a German could be judged only by the law of his tribe. Although primitive, Germanic law helped to lessen blood feuds. Before long, the Germanic kingdoms put customary tribal law and elements from Roman law into writing. Replacing Roman law and spreading throughout the Europe, Germanic law became an essential element of medieval society. The distinguishing factor of classical civilization had deteriorated since the Late Roman Empire. The shift from an urban to rural economy accelerated under the kingship created by Germanic chiefs. Although the kings retained Roman cities as capitals, they did not halt the process of decay that was occurring in urban centers. They settled their people in the countryside, they did not use cities as instruments of government, and they didn’t maintain Roman roads. Although towns didn’t vanish, they lost control over the surrounding countryside and declined in wealth and importance. They were the seats of bishops, rather then centers of commerce. Italy remained an exception to this trend. There, Roman urbanism persisted. Italian cities kept some currency in circulation and traded with one another and Byzantium. Shrinking commerce during the Early Middle Ages was part of the process of decline begun in the Late Roman Empire. Although commerce didn’t completely disappear, it was predominantly localized. Furthermore, it was controlled by colonies of Jews, Syrians, and Greeks-a sign of economic inertia of Christians. From the late 5th century to mid 7th century, Byzantine merchants established themselves in the west and traded. Then, in the later 7th century, this trade dropped off as Muslim power expanded to control the Mediterranean, Byzantine merchants turned eastward for markets. Thus, the bonds between the east and west weakened. Little trade occurred. Greco-Roman humanism continued its decline. The Roman upper classes abandoned Roman ways and adopted Germanic ones. Aside from clerics, few people could read and write Latin. Europeans’ knowledge of the Greek language was almost totally lost. Many literary works were lost. European culture was poorer than the high eastern civilizations. During this period of cultural poverty, few emperors salvaged and transmitted remnants of classical civilization. Given these times, that was a considerable achievement. They retained respect for Greece and Rome while remaining devoted to Christianity. They were struggling to create a Christian culture that combined Greek and Roman knowledge with that of the church. An important figure was Boethius, a descendant of a noble family. He received a classical education at Athens before Justinian closed it in 529. He was the last Latin speaking scholar of the Roman world to have mastered Greek language and philosophy. Later he served Theodoric the 1st who ruled Italy. He tried to rescue the heritage of antiquity and translated into Latin some of Aristotle’s treatises on logic. He also wrote commentaries on other philosophers, orators, theology, mathematics, astronomy, and music. A sudden turn of fortune confronted him with imminent death  when Theodoric ordered him executed in 525 for allegedly plotting against the throne. While in prison he wrote another book, which is regarded as one of the masterpieces of world literature. He turned for guidance and consolation not to Christ, but to the philosophical training of his youth. He was a bridge between a classical civilization too weakened to be revived and a Christian civilization still in embryo. Until the 12th century, all that Christendom knew came from Boethius. Cassiodorus, a contemporary of Boethius was born in southern Italy of a good family. He wrote the 12 volume History of the Goths, and some religious treatises. He established a monastic library containing Greek and Latin writings. In his educational writings, he justified the importance of studying literature. His works were not original, but they rescued some ideas of antiquity from oblivion. The ideas would bear fruit in later centuries. He left political office and retired to a monastery. Without this tradition, many key Christian and Greco-Roman works would have perished. In Spain, Isidore of Seville compiled an encyclopedia. The translations and compilations made by these three men kept intellectual life from dying in the Early Middle Ages. Amid the deterioration, a new civilization was emerging. German and Roman peoples intermarried, and traditions intermingled. But it was the church more than anything else that gave form and direction to the civilization. 


