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think of themselves as “above the law” and not subject to the same rules as every-
body else. The word Machiavellian has entered our language to describe someone
who is full of trickery and deceit and will do anything to get to the top. Defenders of
Machiavelli say he was just being realistic about what was needed to keep order and
that his advice made sense in the dangerous world of Italian Renaissance politics. 

Discuss that the term Machiavellian has come to mean “deceitful” and “expe-
dient.” Machiavelli wrote The Prince after a brief imprisonment by the Medici. The
theory set forth in the book is contrary to Machiavelli’s other works and to the
deeds of his own life. His purpose in writing The Prince has been the subject of
much debate. Ask students what they think the purpose behind The Prince could
have been and discuss the purpose for other writings from this time period.

B. The Reformation

Gutenberg’s Printing Press and the Bible
Prior to the 1400s in Europe, any books that were reproduced, including the

Bible, were copied by hand. (In Grade 4, students in Core Knowledge schools
should have learned that monks copied manuscripts of the early Greeks and
Romans and in this way helped preserve the knowledge of the ancients.) One
problem with this system was that it was slow; it could take years to make one
copy. There was also the possibility of introducing errors into works. A monk
could make an error in copying a verse of the Bible in the year 600 and that same
error would continue to be made in copies in the year 1400—if some other error
had not taken its place by then.

The ability to make many exact copies of the same work quickly and at a rea-
sonable cost did not appear in Europe until the 1400s. As early as the 700s, as stu-
dents should have learned in Grade 4, the Chinese had developed a system of
printing with blocks of type. They did not develop movable type until the 1040s.
In the 1440s, Johann Gutenberg developed a system for making individual letters
out of molten metal. Once the individual letters had been cast, they were arranged
in rows on a wooden frame to spell the letters of the words on an entire page, or
on several pages at once. The type was then inked and a sheet of paper pressed
over the letters. Once enough copies had been printed in his way, letters could be
removed from the frame, and a new page or set of pages could be set from the type
and printed. In this way, the type could be reused, but it also meant that many
sheets could be printed from the same frame of type. It only needed to be re-inked
as the ink came off on the printed sheets. While the first books printed by this
process were very expensive, in time the cost was greatly reduced, so that books
became affordable for middle-class Europeans. The development of printing
spurred the development of literacy. 

Whereas in the Middle Ages the vast majority of people were illiterate, from
1500 on the percentage of people who could read and write began to grow. During
the Middle Ages most important documents were written in Latin. Although the
Bible was originally written in Hebrew and Aramaic (Old Testament) and Greek
(New Testament), it was generally read in Latin. During the age of printing, Latin
continued to be an important language. Presses produced editions of classical
works edited by humanist scholars, as well as new works written in Latin.
However, printers also begin to print works in the vernacular (the language 

Teaching Idea

This activity will work especially well
if there are students in your class who
speak several languages. Write this
sentence on the board:
Puer est agricola.
(The boy is a farmer.)

Ask students who speak languages
other than English to translate the 
sentence. Write the translations on the
board.

Note that as Latin was once the uni-
versal language of educated people, so
English, French, and Spanish are
becoming universal languages today.
Find other common Latin phrases, and
share those with students. You can
obtain rough translations from English
into other languages on this website:
http://babelfish.altavista.com/

Teaching Idea

Show students how printing with mov-
able type works by getting a set of let-
ter stamps. Have students set and print
a class newspaper or brief message. 

Gutenberg’s printing press

CK_5_TH_HG_P104_230.QXD  2/14/06  2:23 PM  Page 178



actually spoken in a particular place). In response to a growing demand for these
books, English printers produced books in English, German printers produced
books in German, etc. 

The Protestant Reformation

Background
During the Middle Ages, the Church was the single largest and most impor-

tant organization in western Europe. The Church provided stability in the face of
political upheavals and economic hardships. This stability was evident both in its
organization and in its message: life on Earth might be brutally hard, but it was
the means to a joyful life in heaven. The Church taught that life on Earth was a
time of divine testing and preparation for life after death. 

Because of the central position of the Church in the West, the pope, the head
of the Church, became a powerful secular as well as religious figure. As the
Christian church grew during the Roman Empire, it developed a structure and a
hierarchy. At the local level was the parish, a congregation of worshippers within
a local community who were looked after by a priest. Many parishes made up a
diocese, which was overseen by a bishop. Several dioceses were then combined
into a province, which was overseen by an archbishop. Above the archbishops
was a layer of cardinals who not only supervised the lower ranks, but who were
advisers to the pope. In 1059, cardinals gained the power to elect new popes. At
the head of the Church was the pope, who was also known as the Bishop of Rome. 

The pope derived his power through the doctrine of Petrine Supremacy. This
tenet of the Church said that the pope was the direct successor of St. Peter, the
first Bishop of Rome. Because he possessed (or claimed to possess) that authori-
ty, the pope could claim to be God’s spokesman on earth. Based on this concept,
ambitious popes extended their authority to claim papal supremacy over secular
rulers. Wielding political influence and the threat of excommunication—with-
holding the sacraments from an individual—various popes enforced and enlarged
the power of the Church. 

Papal power grew gradually during the Early Middle Ages. The height of
papal power occurred during the reign of Pope Innocent III, from 1198 to 1216.
Pope Innocent III had the Holy Roman Emperor Otto replaced and forced King
John of England to become a vassal of the pope. However, the popes suffered
some serious setbacks in the 14th century. From 1309–1377, the papacy relocat-
ed to Avignon in France. Then, from 1378 to 1417, there were actually rival
popes, each claiming to be the head of the Church, and each denouncing the
other. This was a serious blow to the prestige of the papacy.

After the schism was healed in 1417, the popes, now back in Rome, set about
restoring the power of the papacy and rebuilding the city of Rome. They wanted
to build new churches and redesign old ones. They were eager to hire the great
artists of the day—men like Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Raphael—to paint fres-
cos. Of course, all of this was going to cost money, and the Church looked for
ways to raise more money. The church tried to tax believers in other countries,
but the rulers of those countries were trying to raise money themselves and did
not want to see their subjects’ money sent out of the country and to Rome—par-
ticularly since the Church generally did not pay taxes on its properties.
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