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Hist 304 
Western Europe in the Middle Ages, c. 300-1400 
Spring 2017 
MW 3-4:15, Planetary 224 
 
Sam Collins 
Robinson B377B 
scolline@gmu.edu 
Office hours: M 12-3 and by appointment 
 
Description and goals 

This course considers the main developments in 
western European history roughly between the 
conversion of Constantine (312) and the first phases 
of the Hundred Years’ War (to c. 1400). Topics to be 
addressed include: the failure of the Roman Empire in 
the fifth century and the rise of its successor states; the lasting impact of 
the Carolingian empire; Vikings and other forms of political implosion in the 
tenth century; investiture controversy and reform; the idea and practice of the 
First Crusade; expansion of high medieval kingships and economies; high 
medieval intellectual and political culture; the Black Death and the ‘autumn’ 
of the Middle Ages. We will concentrate our efforts on close readings of a 
series of significant primary sources, and use these readings to expose and 
develop a sense of significant moments and themes in the history of the period. 

By the end of the course students will be familiar with the main lines of 
development and significant events in western medieval history; and, more 
importantly, students will have developed a familiarity with the main types of 
literary, documentary, and material sources of that history, and will have 
begun to confront the difficulties of interpretation this source-base presents. 
 
Students with disabilities 

If you are a student with a disability for which you need academic 
accommodation, please see me and contact the Office of Disability Resources at 
703.993.2474, ods.gmu.edu. All academic accommodations must be arranged through 
ODS. 
 
Honor code 

• George Mason University has an Honor Code, which requires all members of 
this community to maintain the highest standards of academic honesty and 
integrity. Cheating, plagiarism, lying, and stealing are all prohibited. 

• All violations of the Honor Code will be reported to the Honor Committee. 
• See http://oai.gmu.edu/honor-code/masons-honor-code/ for more detailed 

information.  
 
Blackboard 

For better or for worse blackboard plays an important role in this course 
as a repository for many of our readings and all of our graded assignments. 
Please ensure that you have access to our blackboard page: mymason.gmu.edu 
 
Email 

Please ensure that you have access to your GMU email account. I will 
occasionally communicate with the class via email, and the course email lists 
depend on your GMU mail account. Reminder: in order to comply with student 
privacy laws, faculty and students must use their GMU email accounts when 
corresponding with each other. 
 
Winter weather 
In the event of snow (or, since this is greater Washington, the very faintest 
hint of snow) classes may be cancelled. In such events we will follow whatever 
amended opening and closing times the university sets. These are always 
announced on the main webpage: gmu.edu and sent out by text alert for those of 
you signed up for this service. Those nostalgic for obsolete technology may 
call the switchboard: (703) 993-1000. 
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Student services 
I want to remind you that George Mason University has put in place a 

number of academic support services and other resources to facilitate student 
success. You have already paid for these; they are your tuition dollars at 
work; take full advantage of them. In particular: 

The Writing Center: writingcenter.gmu.edu 
Counseling and Psychological Services: caps.gmu.edu 
University Career Service: careers.gmu.edu 

 
Important dates 

• First day of classes: M 1/23 
• Last day to add classes: M 1/30 
• Last day to drop (33% tuition penalty): M 2/13 
• Final drop deadline (67% tuition penalty): F 2/24 
• Selective withdrawal period: M 2/27-F 3/31 
• Spring break: M 3/13-Su 3/19 

 
Medieval sources in translation (all required): 

• Beowulf, trans. Heaney (Norton, ISBN 9780393320978) 
• Song of Roland, trans. Burgess (Penguin, ISBN 9780140445329) 
• Froissart, Chronicles, trans. Brereton (Penguin, ISBN 9780140442007) 
• The Letters of Abelard and Heloise, trans. Clanchy et al. (Penguin, ISBN 

9780140448993) 
• Debating Truth, ed. Caputo (Oxford, 9780190226367) 

 
Textbook (recommended): 

• Winks and Ruiz, Medieval Europe and the World (Oxford, ISBN 
9780195156942) 

 
Assignments  

There are three components to student 
grades in the course.  

First: daily participation in class 
discussion of the primary sources is required.  

Second: Ten source assignments. These are 
short writing assignments, generally 1-2 pages at 
most, keyed to readings under discussion by the 
class. The specifics vary from assignment to 
assignment, but in general these are short essays 
designed to help you focus your reading of the 
primary sources. All can be found in the “source 
assignments” folder on blackboard. 

Third: three essays. These writing 
assignments (5-7 pages) ask you to think 
comparatively across two or more sources we have 
read together as a class. NB: 1) There are five 
assigned essays, but you must complete only 
three. 2) All students must write the first 
essay, and thereafter you may pick and choose 
which essays you write as your tastes and 
schedule allow, so long as you finish the course having written three. 3) If 
you write more than three essays I will only count your top three grades. 4) 
Please note that all essays have a strict late policy as described in the 
instructions for each essay. Further information about these assignments may be 
found in the “essays” folder on our blackboard page.  
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Due dates for the essays 

• Essay 1: W 2/10 by hardcopy in Robinson B359 
• Essay 2: F 3/3 at noon by email 
• Essay 3: F 3/31 at noon by email 
• Essay 4: F 4/28 at noon by email 
• Essay 5: M 5/8 at noon by email 

 
Grading 

• Ten source assignments: 2.5 points each 
• Three essays: 25 points each 

 
The following conversion of numerical grades to university letter grades will 
be used: 

A = 93-100 A- = 90-92 B+ = 87-89 
B = 83-86 B- = 80-82 C+ = 77-79 
C = 73-76 C- = 70-72 D = 60-69 
F = all grades 59 and lower 

 
An extra credit assignment at the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore is available—
see the assignments folder on Blackboard for details 
  


