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EUROPEAN HISTORY: FILLING IN THE BIG PICTURE 

I. You Are Here! 

Having established a “big picture” framework for studying European history, we are now 
ready to explore it greater detail.  Everything that we will learn will fit into the context we 
have established so far, which can be summarized by the following timeline: 

The most critical thing you can do is to “practice” these facts by engaging is a regular 
ritual of “facts practice,” as discussed in class.  Any fact that you practice in this way, 
however, must fit into your overall understanding.  If you feel shaky at all with regard to 
the meaning of a fact, or how it fits into the story—which means: 1) how it connects to the 
present, and 2) how it connects to other facts—do not hesitate to re-read the notes above 
or contact Mr. Powell for assistance, in class, or by e-mail.  How well you command this 
context will determine how you experience the remainder of the year.  If these facts are 
under your command, you will dominate the material.  If you settle for less, the more 
material you encounter, the harder it will be for you to make sense of the story. 
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II. The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire 

A. Better Understanding 476 

1. Thus far in our story of Europe we have focussed on the Fall of the Roman Empire as 
a transition between civilizations that can be pinpointed to a single event: the 
deposition of Romulus Augustus in 476 AD.   

2. This has never meant that the change in question happened in one year, let alone in 
one moment, but the use of this anchor fact has permitted us to get oriented to the 
basic fact:  Rome fell; Europe rose.   

3. Now we need to look at the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, a period in 
history, that we must bring into greater focus in order to grasp the unique way in 
which European civilization arose.  Europe was not completely new.  Much of its 
culture had Roman roots, or roots in the tribal landscape neighboring Rome and 
deeply affected by Rome. 

B. Rome at its Peak: The Roots of France and Germany Revisited 

1. The Roman Empire reached its greatest extent c.117 AD.  This, like 476 AD, is an 
anchor fact of history.   It tells us where to look for Rome’s “footprint” in our world.  

2. A key part of that footprint is to be found by observing that the Roman empire 
included France, but not Germany.  It was Julius Caesar himself who conquered 
France (what the Romans called “Gallia” or “Gaul”).  France was thus “Romanized” 
and evolved under Roman influence for five hundred years  (twice as long as the 
United States has even 
existed!).    

3. Meanwhile, Germany 
resisted.  The border 
between Gallia and 
Germany was the Rhine 
river, which the Romans 
could never penetrate.  
The northern border, 
between what we call 
Austria and Germany 
today, was the Danube 
river, which the Romans 
found similarly 
impenetrable.  On the 
other side, the Germanic 
barbarians clung to their 
more primitive, but 
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The Roman Empire at its maximum extent c.117 AD included 
France, but not Germany.  This contributed to the rise of their 
separate national culture.
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fiercely independent way of life. 
4. We can rightly think of the nations of France and Germany as becoming permanently 

separate because of the failure of the Frankish Union in 843 AD, but to understand 
history more fully is to see that the Frankish Union was even in its time an aberration.  
The union of France and Germany had never been achieved by the Romans, despite 
five hundred years of trying, and the brief unity under the kingship of Charlemagne 
could never by itself create a permanent bond.   

B.  The Collapse of Rome and the Roots of Spain and Portugal 

1. Return to page 12 in the notes above and trace the movement of the Germanic tribes 
called the Visigoths.   Their impact on Rome and Europe is now important to 
understand. 

2. It was the Visigoths, under pressure from the nomadic Huns 
of Asia, who first entered the Roman empire from its 
Germanic periphery.   

3. They were actually given permission to enter by the Roman 
emperor, who then changed his mind and tried to stop them 
at the Battle of Adrianople of 378 AD (one of the two 
historically decisive battles indicated on the map with the 
symbol of crossed swords resembling this: ⚔ ).  Because he 
failed, Adrianople became an anchor fact of history.  Rome 
could no longer resist the Germanic barbarians, let alone 
conquer them.  The Visigoths began a long migration 
through the surprisingly hollow and powerless empire. 

4. In 410 AD, they made their way to Rome itself and sacked 
the city.  This way the first time a foreign invader had been 
able to enter the city in literally 800 years (the ancient 
Gauls had done it in 390 BC, and no one else had done it 
since — not even the greatest enemy Rome ever faced, the 
Carthaginian general Hannibal, whom you may have heard 
of.)  The image used in conjunction with the “Fall of Rome” 
in our screencast lectures and timelines actually depicts the 
sack of Rome under the Visigothic king Alaric. 

5. Despite their mutual antagonism, the Romans and Visigoths 
came to an agreement.  The Visigoths would rid the Romans 
of yet another Germanic threat, the Vandals, who had invaded 
and occupied southern France and most of Iberia (see map on 
page 12 also).   

6. The Visigoths were successful in this quest and thus forged 
a kingdom of their own.  Notice however, that it did not 
include most of what we know as “Portugal.”  The line 
between that nation. and Spain was already taking shape. 
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The Visigothic king Alaric 
(bottom left) watches his 
men destroy a Roman 
statue during the Sack of 
Rome, 410 AD.

The Visigoths made their 
home in the decaying 
Roman empire, claiming 
most of Iberia from the 
Vandals.
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