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Image: The Column of Constantine, Istanbul (image by R. Darley). In the early 4th century
the Roman emperor Constantine I moved the capital of the empire to a new city, named
after himself - Constantinople, now modern Istanbul. This column, made of luxurious
porphyry rock (mined in Egypt but possibly brought to the city from Rome), was erected by
Constantine and originally had a statue of the emperor on it. Despite lightening strikes and
loss of some pieces, it stands seventeen centuries later as a testament to the city’s
remarkable medieval history.
Abstract:
The ‘medieval world’ covers a vast span of time and space, which this course will introduce
you to through a range of written, visual and material evidence. We begin in the reign of
Constantine I, when the Roman Empire transferred its capital to Constantinople and
started to become Christian. The course takes you through the rise of Islam, developments
in empires, monarchies, monasteries and mysticism, to the Crusades and the sweeping
changes across continental Europe with the Black Death and the rise of the Mongol
Empire. The farmers, emperors, traders, saints, and soldiers, who lived this period did not
think they were living in the ‘Middle Ages’, wedged between the antique and the modern.
And they did not necessarily think they were living in a single world. Some believed they
were living at the end of time. For others the middle ages were actually the ‘beginning
ages’, the origin point for fundamental ideas about their lives. For still others these
centuries constituted the golden age of dynasties, cities and societies. In exploring the
middle ages, then, you will find yourself also examining big ideas about what we mean by
modernity or the classical past. You will have the chance to dig deep into economic,

political and religious changes and to see how people reacted to and participated in these
forces in their everyday lives. Your seminars and lectures will introduce some of the
fantastic variety of sources from the period, giving you confidence to use chronicles,
charters and accounts, alongside archaeological reports and coins, maps, images and
artefacts in your own learning and research.
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