
HST 177H 

THE APOCALYPSE IN THE CHRISTIAN MIDDLE AGES 

 

 

Professor Brett Whalen 

bwhalen@email.unc.edu 

Office: HM #457 

Office Hours: M, 12:30-1:30 / T, 1-3 (and by appointment) 

Tel. 962-2383 

 

Course Time: M/W, 3-4:15 

Location: Murphey Rm. 202 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

The coming of Antichrist, the conversion of the Jews to Christianity, and the final 

persecution of the Church before its eternal triumph—these are just some of the events 

that medieval Christians foresaw with the approaching end of time. This course will 

explore the development of Christian apocalyptic expectations and anxieties during the 

European Middle Ages. Based on the Book of Revelation and other sources, Christian 

intellectuals and prophets from the fifth to the fifteenth centuries speculated and debated 

about the future of God’s plan for his followers: Was the culmination of history going to 

happen sooner or later? Could its date be accurately predicted or not? Would there be an 

eschatological transformation of earthly institutions, ushering in a thousand years of 

terrestrial peace before final judgment? In addition to examining the importance of 

medieval apocalyptic thought for religious history, we will investigate its connections to 

European political, social and cultural values. Although our focus will be on the Middle 

Ages, we will also consider the persistence of apocalyptic scenarios in the modern period, 

including contemporary ideas about “the Rapture” and the transformation of the Middle 

East as a prelude to Armageddon. 

 

COURSE FORMAT AND GOALS 

As Honors Seminar, active student participation will be critical. Although there will be 

some informal lecture to provide background and a basic sense of chronology for the 

course, the majority of our time will be spent in group discussion focused on the assigned 

weekly readings. As a history course, a special emphasis will be placed on the skills 

needed to analyze and contextualize primary sources (more on this in class). By the end 

of the semester students should have a thorough grasp on the historical development of 

medieval apocalyptic thought; a sense of how apocalyptic beliefs intersect with broader 

social, cultural and political concerns; a familiarity with apocalyptic iconography; and an 

appreciation for some of the ways that Christian apocalypticism continues to impact our 

modern world. 

 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

Cohn, Norman. The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians and Mystical 

Anarchists of the Middle Ages. Rev. ed. (Oxford, 1970). 

 

McGinn, Bernard. Antichrist: Two Thousand Years of the Human Fascination with Evil.  

New York, 2000. 

mailto:bwhalen@email.unc.edu


 

McGinn, Bernard. Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages. New  

York, 1998. 

 

Reeves, Marjorie. Joachim of Fiore and the Prophetic Future. New York, 1976. 

 

ONLINE RESOURCES 

UNC, Electronic Reserves [ERS] 

Douay-Rheims Bible: http://www.drbo.org/ 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES  

Dictionary of Medieval Civilization, ed. J. Dahmus (New York, 1984): Davis reference,  

CB351 .D24  

Encyclopedia of the Middle Ages, ed. A. Vauchez, 2 vols. (Paris, 2000): Davis reference,  

CB351 .E53 2000 

Encyclopedia of Women in the Middle Ages, ed. J. Lawler (Jefferson, NC, 2001): Davis,  

HQ1143 .L38  

M.P. Cosman, The Medieval Wordbook (New York, 1996): Davis ref. and  

Undergrad. library, CB351 .C63 1996 

New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2
nd

 ed. (Washington, 2002): Davis reference, BX841 .N44  

[Note: use with caution and be aware of confessional biases] 

The Rise of the Medieval World, 500-1300 : a biographical dictionary, ed. J. K.  

Schulman (Westport, Conn., 2002): Davis reference, CT114 .R57 

 

ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING 

Assigned readings should be done before class and will form the basis for our group 

discussion. During the discussion portion of class, active participation is expected from 

students (if you have any hesitations about speaking up in class, please talk with me at 

the beginning of the semester). 

 

The class will be divided into two groups (A and B). Unless noted otherwise, each week 

one group will be responsible for producing a short (approx. 2 pages) reaction paper in 

response to the weekly readings. These weekly assignments will be due on Mondays. 

 

Each class, one student will be responsible for giving a brief (approx. 5 min.) 

presentation on some of the themes raised by the weekly readings. As part of this 

assignment, students should post their observations and questions on the discussion board 

in Blackboard by 4:00 PM Sunday (for those presenting Monday) or 4:00 PM Tuesday 

(for those presenting Wednesday). The other students in the recitation should review 

these postings before meeting. 

 

Mid-term project: students will find a visual primary source (illuminated manuscript 

page, wood-cut, fresco, statue etc.) that relates to one or more of the course themes. 

Internet sources are not allowed. A brief project proposal will be submitted in advance. 

Students will write a medium-length essay (5-6 pp.) analyzing the visual primary source 

and placing it in its historical context. 

 

http://www.drbo.org/


Final project: Students will find and analyze a textual primary source (either a complete 

text or a substantive selection of a longer work) that relates to one or more of the course 

themes. A brief project proposal will be submitted in advance. Students will write a final 

essay (8-10 pp.) that offers a close reading and contextualization of their chosen source.  

 

There will be a short final exam, essay format. 

 

Grading Distribution: 

 

- Attendance: 5% 

- In-class participation: 15% (including presentations) 

- Weekly Writing Assignments: 20% 

- Project Proposals (x2): 10% 

- Mid-term project: 20% 

- Final Project: 20% 

- Final Exam: 10% 

 

BLACKBOARD 

Student are responsible for all being familiar with all materials posted on Blackboard and 

any other course announcements during the course of the semester. The following 

materials will be available as the semester progresses: a Guide to the Weekly Writing 

Assignments; a Guide to the Mid-Term Project; a Guide to the Final Project. 

 

POLICIES 

Attendance will be taken. Missing more than two classes without a legitimate excuse (i.e. 

religious holiday, sickness, etc.) will have a negative impact on your attendance grade. 

Unless there are mitigating circumstances, student who misses more than 1/3 of the class 

will be in danger of failing the course. Students are responsible for completing any work 

due during their absence. Late work will be accepted at the professor’s discretion and 

may be marked down. 

 

Plagiarism will not be tolerated. Remember that when writing, taking exams, or 

performing other assignments you are bound by the Honor Code. For details, see 

www.unc.edu/depts/honor/honor.html.  

 

For other sources of assistance, contact: 

The Learning Disabilities Services (www.unc.edu/depts/acadserv/lds.html) 

The Writing Center (www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/). 

 

READINGS 

 

WEEK ONE: Course Introduction 

(8/23) Distribute Syllabus: Discuss Hand-Outs 

 

WEEK TWO: Surveying the Field (Basic Chronology and Themes) 

(8/28) McGinn, Visions of the End, intro pp. 1-36 

 

http://www.unc.edu/depts/honor/honor.html
http://www.unc.edu/depts/acadserv/lds.html
http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/


(8/30) Biblical Selections (Online Douay-Rheims Bible) [read with care!] 

 Daniel, chps. 2, 7  

 Apocalypse, chps. 5-8, 20-22 

[Writing Assignment Due on Biblical Selections: Both Groups A and B] 

 

WEEK THREE: Antichrist Basics 

(9/4) LABOR DAY 

 

(9/6) McGinn, Antichrist, pp. 1-56 

 

WEEK FOUR: Antichrist in the Early Middle Ages 

(9/11) McGinn, Antichrist, pp. 57-113 / McGinn, “End of the World” [ERS] 

[Weekly Assignment Due: Group A] 

 

(9/13) McGinn, Visions of the End, pp. 51-55, 62-65, 70-87 

 

WEEK FIVE: Antichrist in the High Middle Ages: Church Reform 

(9/18) McGinn, Antichrist, pp. 114-142 

[Weekly Assignment Due: Group B] 

 

(9/20) McGinn, Visions of the End, pp. 94-121 

 

WEEK SIX: Crusades and Eschatology 

 

(9/25) NO CLASS [find image for mid-term essay] 

 

(9/27) Rubenstein, “Reevaluate Peter the Hermit” [ERS] / Andrea, “Innocent III” [ERS] 

[Mid-Term Essay Proposals are Due] 

 

WEEK SEVEN: Joachim of Fiore 

(10/2) Reeves, Joachim of Fiore, pp. 1-58 / McGinn, “To the Scandal of Men” [ERS] 

[Weekly Assignment Due: Group A] 

 

(10/4) McGinn, Visions of the End, pp. 126-141 

 

WEEK EIGHT: Papacy and Empire 

(10/9) McGinn, Antichrist, pp. 143-71 / Reeves, Joachim of Fiore, pp. 59-82 

 

(10/11) McGinn, Visions of the End, pp. 145-179, 186-195 

[Mid-Term Essays Due] 

 

WEEK NINE: Antichrist and Apocalypse in the Late Middle Ages 

(10/16) McGinn, Antichrist, pp. 173-199 

[Weekly Assignment Due: Group B] 

 

(10/18) McGinn, Visions of the End, pp. 203-221, 230-233, 239-245 

 

 



WEEK TEN: Prophecy and the Renaissance 

(10/23) Reeves, Joachim of Fiore, pp. 83-135 

[Weekly Assignment Due: Group A] 

 

(10/25) McGinn, Visions of the End, pp. 259-85 

 

WEEK ELEVEN: Apocalypse and the Reformation 

(10/30) McGinn, Antichrist, pp. 200-30 

[Weekly Assignment Due: Group B] 

 

(11/1) Reeves, Joachim of Fiore, pp. 136-75 

 

WEEK TWELVE: Millennial Movements and Social Change (I) 

(11/6) Cohn, Pursuit of the Millennium, pp. 15-88 

[Weekly Assignment Due: Group A] 

 

(11/8) Cohn, Pursuit of the Millennium, pp. 108-46 

 

WEEK THIRTEEN: Millennial Movements and Social Change (II) 

(11/13) Cohn, Pursuit of the Millennium, pp. 187-286 

[Weekly Assignment Due: Group B] 

 

(11/15) McGinn, Antichrist, pp. 231-49  

 

WEEK FOURTEEN:  

(11/20) No Assigned Readings 

[Final Essay Proposal Due] 

 

(11/22) THANKSGIVING 

 

WEEK FIFTEEN 

(11/27) Stein, “American Millennial Visions” [ERS] / Boyer, “The Middle East” [ERS] 

 

(11/29) McGinn, Antichrist, pp. 250-80  

 

WEEK SIXTEEN 

(12/4) No Assigned Readings 

 

(12/6) Course Wrap-Up and Evaluations: No Assigned Readings 

[Final Essays Due] 

 

Final Exam: Dec. 14, 4:00 PM 

 


