
YEAR 7.3 

MEDIEVAL LIFE AND RELIGION

LEARNING GUIDE



MEDIEVAL LIFE AND RELIGION  KEY QUESTIONS:

TEACHING WILL BE BASED ON THESE ENQUIRY QUESTIONS. EXPECTED KNOWLEDGE WILL 
ALLOW STUDENTS TO ANSWER IN DETAIL, PROVIDING SUPPORTING FACTUAL EVIDENCE AND 

UNDERSTANDING DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS OF HISTORICAL EVENTS.

1. WHY WAS THE CHURCH SO IMPORTANT?

2. WHO HAD MORE POWER: KING OR CHURCH?

3. WHY GO ON CRUSADE?

4. BAD KING JOHN?

5. HOW DID LIFE IN TOWN AND COUNTRY DIFFER?

6. HOW DID THE BLACK DEATH CHANGE LIFE?

7. HOW WAS LAW AND ORDER KEPT?

8. WHY WAS THIS THE ISLAMIC ‘GOLDEN AGE’?



Chronology

Using evidence

Interpretation

Cause & consequence

HISTORY SKILLS
Attainment is heavily dependent upon knowledge & understanding and teacher should always take 

this into account first when assessing students. 
The following skills are also integral the study of History & must also be assessed.

Significance

Change & continuity



7.3 WHY WAS THE CHURCH SO IMPORTANT? 

The Christian church was very rich and powerful in the Medieval period. It played a very important role in people’s day to day 
lives.

The church played a huge role in people’s lives because everybody
believed in God, heaven and hell.

Everybody attended church services every Sunday and the local priest 
was a well-known and important figure in the community. Churches were 

the main meeting place for people in the villages. Meetings, celebrations and even 
markets were held there. Saints’ days were very important and holy days (holidays) 
allowed time off from work.

Life for many medieval people was very hard, but they had the 
consolation of heaven if they followed God’s word.

Attending church services, confessing sins and paying their taxes to the
church were all considered vital in avoiding damnation in Hell.

Churches were often with ‘doom paintings’ which showed the torments of souls 
who would suffer for all eternity. Fear of Hell made  people want to obey the 
church.

The church was very wealthy and powerful. Everybody was expected
to pay a tithe to the church. This was a tax of 10% of all money or 
goods produced. A medieval peasant would be expected to present

one-tenth of all grain or other food grown to the church.

Monasteries, where monks lived in peace to pray and worship God, 
also were very wealthy. They owned large areas of land, sometimes given to them 
following the Norman Conquest, and used this to grow food for sale or to graze 
sheep for their wool, which also made them money. Wealthy people also donated 
money to help them to find favour with God and gain passage into Heaven.

Few people were educated in the medieval period. Most people could not read or 
write. However, priests and monks were literate and therefore they were 
responsible for education.

Monks often made beautiful copies of books (there were no printing 
presses at this time) and priests were the only people who could read
the Bible (always in Latin at this time). Therefore, people needed
priests to hear the word of God.

Few people travelled far at this time and travel was very slow. This meant that 
journeys might take days, but there were few places to rest overnight.

Monasteries offered travellers a bed and food and so they offered a valuable 
service.

There was no National Health Service at that time and few doctors to treat the sick.
Monasteries and nunneries did sometimes have hospitals and would offer 
treatment.

Poor people could also go to them for ‘alms’ – handouts of food or money, as there
was no benefit system and those with no money could starve. 

Therefore the church played an important role in helping the poor & sick.



7.3 WHO HAD MORE POWER: KING OR CHURCH? 

The conflict between church and crown can be seen most clearly in the argument between Henry II and Thomas Becket in the twelfth
century.

TIMELINE:

• 1154 Henry II became king of England

• 1162 Thomas Becket, Henry’s friend and advisor, is appointed 
Archbishop of Canterbury.

• 1164 Henry and Becket argue over the power of church courts. 
Becket fled to France

• 1169 The two men met in France to try to resolve their 
differences.

• 1170 Becket returned to England after the Pope threatened 
to excommunicate Henry and was murdered in Canterbury 
Cathedral by four of Henry’s knights. 

• 1173 Becket is made into a saint and Canterbury Cathedral 
became a shrine for pilgrims.

• 1174 Henry accepted responsibility for Becket’s death and 
was publicly whipped by monks at Canterbury.

1. The church held its own law courts for any members of the clergy. Its punishments 
were often lenient compared to the king’s courts. Henry was very keen to ensure that 
his courts  were more powerful than the church courts. He had thought that Becket 
would help him.

2. However, Becket was now serving the church more than the king and argued with 
him. This led to a long dispute and Becket having to leave the country to protect 
himself from Henry’s anger having been found guilty of treason.

3. Attempts to reach an agreement were made but never fully succeeded. However, 
Becket was allowed to return to England after the head of the church, the Pope, 
threatened to expel Henry from the church.

4. Becket excommunicated three bishops who had supported Henry. The king was 
furious and  supposed to have shouted ‘will no one rid me of this turbulent priest’?   

5. Four knights rode to Canterbury and brutally murdered Becket at the cathedral in 
view of horrified monks.

6. Becket was canonised and Canterbury became a site for pilgrimages and became 
very rich. Henry had to accept some responsibility and walked barefoot in the streets 
of Canterbury while being whipped by monks.

7. The church courts kept their power.

Who won?



7.3 WHY GO ON CRUSADE? 

In 1095, the Pope called for a 
Crusade to recapture Jerusalem 
and the Holy Land from Muslims. 
He told stories of the slaughter of 
Christians and  promised that 
anybody killed on Crusade would 
have their sins forgiven and be 
granted a place in Heaven.

There were stories of fabulous 
wealth to be won and that 
Crusaders would be able to gain 
land and treasure. Their property 
would be protected while they 
were away and they would have to 
pay no tax.

Many people joined the Crusades 
to escape from problems that they 
had. They might have been in some 
form of trouble, having committed 
a crime or owed money.

Knights’  main role was to be 
warriors, and they aimed for glory 
through battle. The Crusades 
promised an opportunity to gain 
honour through their daring 
exploits in the Holy Land.

The Crusades were a series of Holy Wars fought between Christian and Muslim armies in the Holy Land, the area surrounding 
Jerusalem where Jesus was said to have lived. Up to 100,000 of all classes from 20 countries chose to join these wars. Why?

• 1071 A group of Muslims called Seljuk Turks took control 
of Jerusalem and stopped Christians from pilgrimages. 

• 1095 Pope Urban II made a sermon calling for volunteers 
to fight a holy war. 

• 1096 The First Crusade began

• 1099 Capture of Jerusalem by Crusaders

• 1144 The Second Crusade to free Damascus began, 
ending in 1155.

• 1154 The Third Crusade, partly led by English King 
Richard the Lionheart, began.

• 1192 Richard makes a truce with the Saracen leader, 
Saladin.

• 1212 The Children’s Crusade, led by a French peasant 
boy.

TIMELINE:



7.3 ‘BAD’ KING JOHN? 
John ruled England between 1199 and 1216. He signed the famous Magna Carta. He had previously ruled as Prince John when his brother 
Richard was on Crusade, as shown in the Disney film Robin Hood. Here he was shown as greedy, cowardly and weak. How accurate is this 
portrayal?

Religion

John was not happy with the church. He argued with the Pope
over who should be next archbishop of Canterbury (a bit like
Henry II). The result was that the Pope closed down all the
churches in England while John was King.

The closure of the churches was bad news for John, but he also made
other bad decisions. He took away church lands and buildings. Priests
and monks were sometimes punished.

Religion

John fell out with the church, as his father Henry II had. The 
struggle between crown and church over power was not John’s 
fault.

War

In France there was a new king who wanted to prove himself. Who do
you think he picked on to show his powers? Yes, poor John! His lands in
France were lost in 1206. He tried to win them back in 1214 but failed
to. People did not like their kings to be failures! He was nicknamed
John Softsword.

War

John was not as successful as his brother, Richard. However, he did have some 

successes:

• He built up the navy to defend England.

• He won victories over Wales, Scotland and Ireland.

Most of the evidence from the time comes from monks. They were almost 
the only people who could write. They hated John so wrote bad things 
about him and spread nasty rumours about how cruel he was, for example 
murdering his nephew, Arthur.

Barons

To pay for all the wars, John had to tax people. As he had no money because Richard 
had spent it all, he had to increase the amount of tax people paid. This wasn’t really 
John’s fault, but it led to the barons rebelling against him.

He worked hard to improve the justice system and acted as a judge in the royal            
courts to decide cases for himself. 

Barons

The barons (nobility) were taxed more than they had under any other
king and thought he was being unfair. Some types of tax increased by
six times the previous amount.

The barons rebelled against their king. They thought he was not running
the country properly and that he was being unfair. The civil war caused
great hardship for many people who blamed John. At a place called
Runnymede they made the king sign a charter called the Magna Carta
(meaning Great Charter).



7.3 HOW DIFFERENT WAS LIFE IN TOWN AND COUNTRY? 

Although most people in the Medieval period lived in villages in the countryside, towns also had an important role to play in
society. 

•, The medieval peasant's life was hard and the work back-breaking. It
followed the seasons – ploughing in autumn, sowing in spring,
harvesting in August. Work began at dawn, preparing the animals,
and it finished at dusk, cleaning them down and putting them back
into the stalls.
• A peasant's hut was made of wattle & daub, with a thatch roof but
no windows. Inside, a third of the area was penned off for the
animals, which lived with the family. A fire burned in a hearth in the
centre of the hut, so the air was permanently eye-wateringly smoky.
Furniture was a couple of stools, straw mattresses, and a few cooking
pots.
• Many peasants' huts included a simple loom, which is a device used
to weave cloth. The daughter would spin wool using spinning tools
known as a distaff and spindle, and the wife would weave it into
rough cloth.
• Food was mainly vegetables, plus anything that could be gathered –
nuts, berries, nettles. The usual drink was weak, home-brewed beer.
Honey provided a sweetener. Bread was but black rye bread.
• The most difficult time was late spring, when food stores were
running out, and new food was not yet growing. A poor harvest
meant that some of the villagers would starve to death.
• A male peasant would wear a rough tunic, with a hood and gloves,
and leather shoes with wooden soles. Women wore a coarse gown
over a sleeveless slip.
• Towards the end of the Middle Ages, when some peasants were
growing quite rich, 'sumptuary laws' forbade them to wear clothes
above their class.
• Village life was not all misery. Holy days meant a day off work.
Peasant fun was rough – wrestling, shin-kicking and cock-fighting. The
ball was almost unnecessary to a medieval ball game, which was
basically a fight with the next village. Occasionally a travelling
musician would pass through.

• A medieval town would seek a charter giving it the right to
become a borough. The rich merchants would then be allowed
to choose a mayor and hold a market.
• Houses were made of a wooden frame, with the gaps filled
with woven strips of wood, known as 'wattle', and covered, or
'daubed', with clay and horse-dung. Most roofs were thatch.
• Medieval shops were workshops, open to the street for
customers, with the craftsman's house above. Because few
people could read, shops signs were a huge model showing
the craftsman's trade. People of the same trade often worked
in the same street. There might be carpenters, tailors,
goldsmiths, cobblers etc.
• The streets of a medieval town were narrow and busy. They
were noisy, with the town crier, church bells, and traders
calling out their wares. There were many fast food sellers,
selling such things as hot sheep's feet and beef-ribs.
• Nobody was supposed to carry a weapon or wear a mask.
• At dusk, a bell rang for curfew, when everyone was supposed
to shut up their house. The gates to the town would be closed,
and a watch would patrol the streets looking for thieves, and
apprentices who had stayed out late.
• In November the poor of the town would elect a 'lord of
misrule', who would wear a paper crown and get up to
mischief. At Christmas poor people would go round town
demanding traders give them charity.
• Holy Days would be marked by colourful processions, as the
different guilds competed to make the best display.
• If a serf ran away from his village to a town and remained
free for a year and a day, he could become a 'freeman' of the
town.



7.3 HOW DID THE BLACK DEATH CHANGE LIVES? 

The Black Death had a huge impact on Britain due to the death toll. About one in three people were killed by it in 1348-49. When
the disease decreased, life for survivors was different in a number of ways.

Medieval people became even
more concerned about death
and the afterlife.

Lords and wealthy merchants
gave large sums of money to
churches and monasteries.

Some wealthy people paid to have special chapels built where priests could pray for 
their souls to give them a better chance of reaching Heaven sooner.

More people prayed to the saints in their local parish church and went on 
pilgrimage to holy places.

The fall in population led to 
less
demand for food and other
goods. This meant that prices
fell. At the same time the 
shortages of labourers meant 
that wages went up.

In 1351, the government
passed a new law called the
Statute of Labourers, which
tried to keep wages low.

This law did not really work, as the lords were short of labourers to work on their 
land and so they had to pay higher wages.

Some people who survived the
Black Death were able to 
improve their lives.

They were now able to buy or
rent land which had belonged
to victims of the plague.

As peasants began to farm larger areas of land, they became better off. During the
second half of the fourteenth century (1300s), many peasant families were able to
build new and more comfortable houses.

They were also able to buy better food and more expensive and colourful clothes.

There were still many villeins
(peasants) who could not leave
their manors and look for higher
paid work.

Some lords tried to stop villeins
from renting new lands and
buying their freedom. This
angered the villeins.

In 1381, peasants in the south began a rebellion called the Peasants’ Revolt. They 
attacked manor houses and burned the records that showed who was a villein 
and was not free. 

Although the revolt failed, by 1400 the lords had realised that they could not 
keep villeins for ever and most were free. The Feudal System, introduced by the 
Normans,  had been ended.

It is therefore important to understand that some of the changes brought about by the Black Death were positive and actually improved Medieval peasants’ lives. 



7.3 HOW WAS LAW AND ORDER KEPT? 

Attitudes towards law enforcement and punishment were very different to today and showed some continuity with the Anglo-
Saxon period. Prisons were not used as punishment and there was no professional police force.

LAW ENFORCEMENT PUNISHMENT

There was no police force and so ordinary villagers were expected to 
catch suspects. The Hue and Cry was used so that if a crime had 
committed, all villagers were expected to join the hunt for the culprit. 
Each village had a parish constable who supervised the others, but 
this was an unpaid role and they took it in turns each year.

This was first used in the Anglo-Saxon period.

Once a suspect was in custody, a number of methods were used to 
decide if they were guilty. One was Trial by Ordeal, such as hot 
water. This showed that God had determined guilt or innocence 
depending on what the result of placing a hand in boiling water was. 
The trial would take place in a church.

This was first used by the Anglo-Saxons.

Another trial was Trial by Combat, where two people who had a 
dispute would fight to determine the innocent person. Again, God 
was being used to make a judgement. 

This method was introduced by the Normans following the conquest.

Once found guilty, the death penalty was used for many crimes. The 
most common form of execution was hanging, which was carried out 
in public. 

Those guilty of high treason, plotting against the king, would be 
hanged, drawn and quartered and those who were guilty of religious 
crimes, or heresy, were burnt to death.

Fines were used as punishment and the Anglo-Saxons used a system 
of compensation, called wergild. This meant that if somebody was 
killed or badly hurt, the person who had done it would have to pay 
them or their families a sum of money.

Many punishments were public and were meant to humiliate and so 
others what would happen if you broke the law. 

The stocks or pillory would be placed in village or town centres and 
law-breakers would be placed there for a certain period. Sometimes 
people threw mouldy food at them.



7.3 WHY WAS THIS THE ISLAMIC ‘GOLDEN AGE’? 

The Caliphate is the name given to the Muslim government which ruled the Islamic Empire during the Middle Ages. The Caliphate
ruled over North Africa, parts of Europe and Western Asia. The Caliphate began after the death of Muhammad in 632AD. The
Umayyad Caliphate (661-750AD) was the second of the Islamic Caliphates. The Islamic Empire grew quickly at this time. The
Abbasids took over in 750AD having overthrown the Umayyads. This rule is often called the Golden Age of Islam.

Under the Caliph al-Mansur, the Abbasid Caliphate moved the capital of the Muslim world to the new city of Baghdad, also known
as the ‘Round City’, it was built as two large semi-circles with a mosque in the centre. Only the most important people lived inside
the city walls. Baghdad sits on the River Tigris and was close to trade routs like the Silk Road, which made it a rich and important
place. This wealth helped to bring about other developments which were part of the ‘Golden Age’.

Islamic Scholars and their achievements

Abu Abdullah Muhammad ibn 
Musa al-Khwarizmi AD 780 – AD 
850 

• ‘Father of algebra’
• Introduced Arabic numbers 1-9 and 
the concept of ‘zero’ 

Muhammad ibn Zakariya al-Razi 
AD 854 - AD 925 

• Treatment of smallpox and measles
• Study of eyes
• Recognised the importance of 
doctor/ 
patient relationships 

Abu al-Qasim Khalaf ibn al-
Abbas al-Zahrawi AD 936 – AD 
1013 

• New surgical techniques, e.g. 
cauterisation 
• New surgical tools, e.g. forceps 

Ibn al-Haytham AD 965 – AD 
1040 

• Proved that light travels in straight 
lines 
• Invented the first camera 

The caliphs also wanted the city to become a centre of learning.
They invited well educated and intelligent people to move to
Baghdad. We call these people scholars. Baghdad’s scholars
came from all over the world and were paid well even if they
were not Muslim.

These scholars translated very old texts about science and philosophy into Arabic. They did
their work in a place called the House of Wisdom. Some of these texts were lost in Europe for
centuries and the only reason we have them today is because of the scholars in Baghdad.

Baghdad became a city full of libraries and bookshops. From China, people in Baghdad learnt
how to make paper and to print using wood blocks. This meant that all the learning that
happened in the House of Wisdom was made available for others to read.

Scholars in the Muslim world made huge advances in many different
areas of learning. For example, they developed a new way of
counting, including the idea of zero. They also developed the
science of astronomy: one scholar worked out that the Earth and the
planets revolve around the Sun, not the other way round.

There were also big advances in medicine and how the human body worked. One scholar
worked out how the eye and the brain were connected, while others worked out how to make
childbirth less dangerous.

During the period covered by Anglo-Saxon, Viking and Norman invasions, civilization was in many respects much more advanced 
in other parts of the world.



alms Charitable handouts to the poor monasteries Religious communities of monks

Archbishop Important member of the church nunneries Religious communities of nuns

caliphate Muslim government of Islamic Empire Pope Head of the Christian Church

Crusades Holy wars fought between Christians and Muslims saracens Name often used by Christians for Muslims

Doom Paintings Images in churches showing torments of Hell stocks and pillory Used to secure criminals for public display

heresy Religious crimes tithe Tax of 10% payable to the church

hue and cry Community action to catch suspected criminals treason Plotting against the king or government

Magna Carta Written agreement between King John & barons trial by ordeal Method of determining guilt using God’s judgement
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zm4mn39/revision/1

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/znjnb9q/revision/2

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zqgqtfr/revision/1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wWKTy1NlxZE

https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/history-ks2-ks3-invention-and-innovation-in-baghdad-
900ad/zmnfjhv


