
WESTERN CIVILIZATION I:  
PREHISTORY TO CHARLEMAGNE 

Course #50:510:101 | Fall 2021 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Above: The Pylos agate, from the Tomb of the Griffin Warrior. 1450 BCE. Discovered in 2017 (!) – the fine 

workmanship of the gem (not approached for another 1000 years) required a magnifying glass and attests to the 
remarkable technical and technological abilities of the Minoans at this time.  

But does this make Minoan civilization any more “advanced” than others that came before or after it? 
 
 
Professor Evan Jewell     Prof. Email:  evan.jewell@rutgers.edu 
Department of History     Office Hours:  11:30am – 1:30pm (EST) 
Rutgers University – Camden   Delivery Mode:  In Person 
 
TA:       Peter Macrina                Class Day/Time: TTh 9:35-10:55am 
TA Email: pjm291@scarletmail.rutgers.edu 
 
 
Course Description: 
This course explores the development of what has been called “Western Civilization”, from the prehistoric 
period, down to the Holy Roman Empire and Charlemagne. While this course covers a vast amount of 
historical and geographical territory, we will focus on key themes, such as the development of polities and 
imperialism, the emergence of new religious institutions and spiritual regimes, and the role of cultural 
exchange and material culture in the definition of “Western Civilization(s)”. Other concerns will also be treated 
as secondary threads, intersecting with each other, such as environmental change, migration and citizenship, 
slavery and emancipation, ethnicity and race, gender and sexuality, and the economies that undergirded the 
polities that produced what we call “Western Civilization(s)”. Throughout the course, we will engage in a 
dialogue about whether the term “Western Civilization(s)” is still the best way of labeling or understanding 
the multiple cultures, polities and peoples we encounter along the way and the inheritance they have left us 
today. Students will examine these issues through the critical analysis of primary sources, both texts and visual 
objects, learning close reading skills, as well as gaining a familiarity with the shifting geographies that 
encompass the “West”, through digital mapping tasks. Assessments also include exams, short writing tasks, 
and an object-as-history analysis. 
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When and how does class meet? 
 

This class meets in TWO ways: 
 

1) Tuesdays: Interactive Lectures 
2) Thursdays: Interactive Discussion 

 
Note: The format of this course may change if the university asks us to change to an online-only 
modality.  
 
How do I contact Professor Jewell? 
 

1) Email me (evan.jewell@rutgers.edu): start by adding a subject line that signals what you are 
asking about, then address me (“Dear Professor Jewell…”), and ask your question or whatever 
it may be! I will endeavor to respond to emails within 24 hours of receipt; I will not usually 
respond to emails after 6pm EST. 

2) You can also come to my office hours, call my Office Phone (856-225-2813) during regular 
office hours, or attend my Zoom office hours (link on Canvas). 

 
What role does the Teaching Assistant (Peter Macrina) play in this class? 
 
Peter Macrina is the TA for this class. You should accord him the same respect that you would give 
me. He will be undertaking the following aspects of the class: 
 

• Taking attendance in lectures. 
• Grading some papers and some exams, in consultation with myself. 
• Facilitating some discussion groups. 

 
What are we trying to learn in this class?  
 

• To gain a broad chronological and geographical knowledge of the foundations of what we call 
“Western Civilization”––and to develop a critical awareness of the concept itself, its 
appropriation and legacy today. 

• To build skills in textual and visual source analysis and analytical writing in ancient history. 
• To gain a sense of how different cultures played into each other, exchanged and inherited 

aspects of each other, through acts of trade, diplomacy, imperialism, and cultural 
appropriation. 

• To acquire a knowledge and appreciation of the major events, texts and thinkers which have 
shaped “Western” thought and history down to the present, but also to deconstruct the notion 
of “Western Civilization” and the problematic past of this historical concept. 

 
Required Texts: 
 
This course has received an 'Open and Affordable Textbooks Program award from the Rutgers 
University Libraries. The OAT Program supports textbook affordability at Rutgers by encouraging 
courses to adopt educational materials that are freely available, available at a low cost (compared to 
similar courses), or part of the Rutgers University Libraries' electronic collections, and thereby free of 
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charge to Rutgers University students. As a student in this course, you will be asked to provide feedback 
on this initiative at the end of the semester. 
 
There are no required textbooks for this class, beyond the FREE open-access sourcebook that will 
be made available on Canvas.  
 
In the first few weeks, PDFs of the early chapters of this sourcebook will be posted to the Canvas page 
under each week’s modules, alongside a weekly “study guide” with questions, and when applicable, a 
Memo question. As we finalize the first edition of this sourcebook, I will be actively soliciting your 
feedback to create a revised version for future classes. 
 
Assessment and Grading: 
 

**There are multiple opportunities for you to succeed in this class, and in very different ways and 
formats—from digital mapping to writing to just engaging in the class!** 

 
Grade Breakdown: 

 
 Attendance:    20% 
 1-page Memos (total of 3, max. 4): 20% 
 Object-as-History analysis:  20% 
 Take-home Midterm Exam:  20% 
 Take-home Final Exam:   20% 
 

1. Attendance (20%): 
 
Absences from class beyond two will seriously impact your grade.  Absence will be excused for: 

• Religious observances (with advance notification); 
• Family emergencies; 
• Sporting engagements (in consultation with me and with documentation from your coach); 
• Prolonged illness.  If you are missing class because of prolonged illness, or Covid-19 related 

matters, seek medical care and provide documentation to the Dean’s office (where possible), 
which will communicate with me. For brief illnesses, I require a doctor’s note—where possible. 
Note that prolonged absence for any reason may necessitate withdrawal from the course. 

 
NOTE this class is ACTIVE but I do not grade participation—because my classes will always involve 
your participation in some way or another, especially in Thursday’s discussion class. Most 
importantly, these tasks will put you in the shoes of the people and civilizations we will study—be 
prepared to bring your best reading voice, or to role-play a certain source, event, or personality.  
 

2. Source Analysis Memos (20%): 
 

• Three one-page memos out of a choice of six weeks.  
• You can submit up to FOUR, with your BEST THREE counting toward your grade.   
• The first memo is compulsory for everyone! This way I can give you feedback early on in the 

semester.  
• For each memo, write no more than one page (single-spaced, 12 pt., is fine) addressing the 

question asked about a specific primary source from the week’s readings.  The memo should 
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use full sentences and be organized into a couple of coherent paragraphs.  But avoid writing 
long introductions or conclusions in them. (submit via Canvas, by 9AM on the day of the 
relevant class). 

 
3. Object-as-History Analysis (20%): final version due December 2 

 
• You will choose ONE object held in the Penn Museum collection from a list provided during the 

semester.  
• You will re-write and/or expand on the accompanying explanatory label or blurb given on their 

website for the purposes of an exhibition on “Western Civilization” (500 words) and….   
• Write an accompanying justification (1-2 pages double-spaced, 12 pt.) that that explains why 

you re-wrote or expanded the label found in the museum, with reference to, for example: it was 
missing key information; it did not acknowledge the history of the object (was it looted from 
another country? Does that country have a problematic history?); the ethics of display (e.g. 
human remains – is it ethical to display these?); the politics of the display (does it present only 
one side of the object’s relevance to debates about Western Civilization?). 

• You will first submit a draft that will be peer reviewed (that is, by your classmates), and then 
reviewed by myself (along with your peer review), before you submit the final version. The quality 
of the feedback you provide in the peer reviewing process will be built into your grade. (Draft: 
5%) 
 
Draft due:     Nov. 4 
Peer review due:    Nov. 11 
Final version due:    Dec. 2 
 
Optional Fieldtrip: If circumstances permit, you may wish to choose an object at the Penn 
Museum and visit the museum individually, if it is open, to inspect the object yourself. I will lead 
one such trip on a weekend, if circumstances allow. Extra credit may be given to students who 
show that they visited the museum (either by coming on the fieldtrip or by taking a selfie at 
the museum and sending it to me)—depending on Covid circumstances at the time. 

 
4. Take-Home Midterm Examination (20%):  
 

A short exam (take-home), consisting of a digital mapping section (see below) and source 
analyses (one visual and one text). More guidance will be provided in class. 
 

Digital Mapping: What is that? 
 

Instead of a hard-copy blank map question, you will be given a list of cities, places, or 
topographical features to take home—or questions that should lead to the identification of 
those geographical features—and you will need to digitally plot them on a Google Map. We 
will practice this in class using digital platforms, such as the Pleiades project 
(http://pleiades.stoa.org/), alongside Google Maps, well before the Midterm exam. 

 
5. Take-Home Final Examination (20%): 

 
Approximately 5-6 pages, double-spaced, 12 pt., with full referencing (in the written portions). 
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Part 1:   Second digital mapping task;  
Part 2:  Source analyses (one visual and one text); 
Part 3:  Written essay on “Western Civilization” as a historical concept with reference to 

texts (visual and written) read in the class. 
 

Extra Credit! 
 

From time to time, I will offer you the opportunity to undertake a fun extra credit task. These 
can only boost your grade! However, your priority should always be the original for-credit 
assignments. 
 
**HISTORY CLUB BONUS**: For every event you attend this semester, you will receive 1% 
towards your final grade! 
 
Extensions: 

 
• All students are entitled to a total of 72 hours of extension time, for assessments 

during the semester, no questions asked.  
• Beyond this, I am very happy to grant extensions where there is a documented need for 

one, especially given the unusual and unpredictable circumstances of the Covid-19 
pandemic.  

• For the required memo: late submission will incur a half-grade deduction (e.g. B+ 
becomes B) every full day after the due date, unless you have been granted an 
extension. This task is supposed to allow me to give you feedback early in the semester. 

 
Grading Scale: 
 
I am a generous grader, so it is not as difficult to get an A in this class as this scale might lead you to 
think! 
 

Letter Range: 

A 100 % to 94.0%  

B+ < 93.99 % to 87.0%  

B < 86.99 % to 80.0%  

C+ < 79.99 % to 73.0%  

C < 72.99 % to 68.0%  

D < 67.99 % to 62.0%  
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Letter Range: 

F < 61.0 % to 0.0%  

 
Course Policies and Student Well-Being: 
 

Disability and Support: 
 
As a Rutgers student, you are entitled to reasonable disability accommodations under the Americans 
with Disabilities and Rehabilitation Acts. However, you also have strong privacy rights under the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act, which forbids me from asking you questions about your medical 
history in order to evaluate an accommodations request. Like many universities, Rutgers has created a 
special office to address accommodation requests the Office of Disability Services (ODS).  
 
In order to receive disability-related academic accommodations, you must first be registered with 
ODS, who will walk you through the process of requesting accommodation. Please do not come to me 
directly with accommodation requests—I will gladly (and must!) honor such requests from ODS, but 
cannot evaluate and accommodate students myself. See this website and register with them at the 
beginning of the semester: https://ods.rutgers.edu/ 
 

Student Athletes: 
 

Students who are also athletes must meet with me in the first week of classes to discuss your travel 
schedule and present a letter from your coach. As per university policy, I reserve final determination of 
whether your travel schedule can be accommodated in my class. 
 

Technology: 
 
If you have issues at home with access to a computer and/or internet, please let me know as soon as 
possible. The library offers computer rooms that may be used if you do not have regular access to a 
personal computer. PHONES are NOT to be used during class time! 
 

If you aren’t feeling well: 
 
If the semester, Covid-19, or other things happening in life are affecting you and your well-being, please 
make use of Rutgers’ counseling service which now has a phone counseling service. Call 856-225-
6005 or visit their webpage: https://wellnesscenter.camden.rutgers.edu/index.php . Your mental health 
is key to getting through the semester!  
 
If you need accommodations, due to unexpected life events, please contact the Dean of Students 
office and provide them with details—you do not need to divulge personal information to me. 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: Myself and the TA are mandatory reporters, and hence, if you divulge anything 
to us about any act of sexual misconduct (assault, harassment, stalking or discrimination) that has 
happened to you (or another person) on campus, I will need to report it to the appropriate office (e.g. 
Title IX).  
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Academic Honesty:  
 
I expect you to adhere to Rutgers’ Honor Code and am affirmatively responsible for reporting suspected 
infractions. If you plagiarize, I will catch you, and I will report it to the appropriate investigating 
officer. That said, the rules around plagiarism and academic honesty are not always intuitive; if you are 
not sure how best to cite a source or what sort of attribution is appropriate, bring the source to office 
hours or make an appointment to discuss it. I’m happy to help you stay out of trouble.  A rule of thumb: 
when in doubt, ask me!  
 
A first infraction will result in an F on that assignment; a second will result in a possible F for the 
entire course and/or an investigation and disciplinary actions. 
 
For further guidance and academic honesty policies, see: 
https://deanofstudents.camden.rutgers.edu/academic-integrity 
 

Feedback: 
 
Feedback on written assignments and exams will be returned in digital form through Canvas. You can 
always discuss a grade or feedback with me in greater detail during my office hours or by email. 
 
 

Office Hours (In Person or Virtual): 
 
All students in this class are required to come to my office hours at least once during the semester. 
Failure to do so will result in a half grade (-/+) being deducted from their attendance grade. These are 
hours set aside for you and we encourage you to take advantage of them. Please come to my office or 
my Zoom room to ask questions, discuss assignments or readings, complain (hopefully, 
constructively!) or simply chat. If you require a meeting outside the listed times, please email me and 
I’ll do my best to accommodate you.  
 

Canvas: 
 
Familiarize yourself with Canvas. Readings and weekly study guides with questions to guide your 
reading will be posted there; video lectures will be posted there; weekly lecture quizzes will be posted 
there; assignments will be submitted there; grades/feedback will usually be posted to your account 
there. 
 

My Email Policy: 
 
I will endeavor to answer all emails within 24-hours of receipt of them, hopefully sooner. But if you 
email me after 6pm EST, do not expect a response until the next day. We all need to log off in this time 
of high-screen time. 
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Class Schedule and Readings:  
 
Note: I reserve the right to modify this schedule and the assigned readings as I see fit and as the 
circumstances necessitate. 
 
All other readings beyond the Course Sourcebook are available as a PDF on Canvas or available online 
through the links provided in the weekly study guides. 
 
Week 1 (9/2):  
 

• Introduction and Course Overview: How does a “civilization” begin? Where does “history” 
begin? 

• Syllabus review. 
 
Week 2 (9/7, 9/9): The Stone Age to Mesopotamian Civilization 
 
Tuesday 

• Skills discussion: accessing sources; taking notes on lectures; preparing for class; reading 
primary sources and synthesizing information (“take-home points”); referencing. 

 
Thursday – READ Chapter 1 of Sourcebook:  
 

• Accounts of the Great Flood (Mesopotamian, Hebrew, Greek). 
 
Week 3: (9/14, 9/16):  [Practice Memo Exercise in Class] 
 
Mesopotamia 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion:  Chapter 2 of Sourcebook 
 

• The Epic of Gilgamesh (selections) 
• Law Code of Hammurabi. 

 
Week 4: (9/21, 9/23) – COMPULSORY SOURCE MEMO DUE (9:30am, Thursday, 9/23) 
 
Egypt and her neighbors 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 3 of Sourcebook 
 

• Autobiography of Weni/Uni (Old Kingdom – 6th Dynasty) 
• Autobiography of Harkhuf (Old Kingdom – 6th Dynasty) 
• Tale of Sinuhe (Middle Kingdom) 
• Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor (Middle Kingdom) 
• Hatshepsut’s Expedition to Punt (New Kingdom) 
• Mycenaean Linear B tablets (selections). 
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Week 5: (9/28, 9/30): 
 
Near Eastern Polities and Societal Collapse 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 4 of Sourcebook 
 

• Amarna Letters (selections) 
• The Treaty of Kadesh (Ramesside - New Kingdom) 
• Scribal Exercise Book (Ramesside - New Kingdom) 
• The Immortality of the Writer (Ramesside - New Kingdom) 
• Sources on the invasion of the Sea Peoples. 

 
Week 6 (10/5, 10/7): SOURCE MEMO OPTION 2 (Due 9am, Thursday, 10/7) 
 
Archaic Greece and the early Achaemenids of Persia 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 5 of Sourcebook 
 

• Hesiod, Works and Days 
• Homer, Odyssey Book 9 
• Poems of Sappho, Solon and Tyrtaeus 
• Achaemenid sources, including the Behistun inscription 
• Herodotus, Histories Book 1 (selections). 

 
Week 7 (10/12, 10/14): SOURCE MEMO OPTION 3 (Due 9am, Thursday, 10/14) 
 
Classical Greece and Achaemenid Persia 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 6 of Sourcebook 
 

• Pericles’ funeral oration and the plague of Athens narrative (excerpted from Thucydides’ History 
of the Peloponnesian War) 

• Aristotle, The Athenian Constitution (selections) 
• Hippocrates, The Sacred Disease 
• Aristophanes, Lysistrata (selections) 
• Visual sources (PDF on Canvas) 

 
MIDTERM TAKE-HOME EXAM AVAILABLE ON CANVAS (10/14) 

 
Week 8 (10/19, 10/21):  
 
Macedonian Empire: Philip, Alexander and the Hellenistic World 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 7 of Sourcebook 
 

• Plutarch, Life of Alexander the Great (selections) 
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• Yousuf Chughtai, “Revisiting the Hellenistic Period”, Eidolon: https://eidolon.pub/revisiting-the-
hellenistic-period-5ff7e96b9fad  

 
MIDTERM TAKE-HOME EXAM DUE, THURSDAY OCTOBER 28 (10/28), 9AM ON CANVAS 

 
Week 9 (10/26, 10/28): SOURCE MEMO OPTION 4 (Due 9am, Thursday, 10/28) 
 
Rome: the Early to Middle Republic 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 8 of Sourcebook 
 

• The Scipionic epitaphs. 
• Polybius, Histories, Book 6 selections. 

 
Week 10 (11/2, 11/4): OBJECT-AS-HISTORY DRAFT (Due 9am, Thursday, 11/4) 
 
The Roman Civil Wars and the Rise of the Emperor 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 9 of Sourcebook 
 

• Plutarch’s Life of Tiberius Gracchus 
• The laudatio Turiae 
• Augustus, Res Gestae Divi Augusti (The Achievements of the Divine Augustus). 

 
 
Week 11 (11/9, 11/11): SOURCE MEMO OPTION 5 (Due 9am, Thursday, 11/11) 

               OBJECT-AS-HISTORY PEER REVIEW (Due 9am, Thursday, 11/11) 
 
Roman Social and Religious Life 
  
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 10 of Sourcebook 
 

• Lucian, Alexander the Prophet  
• Roman epitaphs (tombstones) for enslaved people, freedpeople and soldiers 
• Selected ancient sources from Beard, Price and North, Religions of Rome (PDF on Canvas). 

 
Week 12 (11/16, 11/18):  
 
From Rome to Constantinople: Crisis and Christianity 
  
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 11 of Sourcebook 
 

• Selections from Cassius Dio’s Roman History and the Historia Augusta  
• Res Gestae of Shapur I 
• Sources on Caracalla’s empire-wide grant of citizenship in 212 CE 
• Diocletian’s Edict of Prices 
• The Passion of Perpetua. 
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Week 13 (11/23): SOURCE MEMO OPTION 6 (Due 9am, Tuesday, 11/23) 
 
Alternatives to the Roman Empire: “Barbarians at the Gates!” and the survivor Byzantine Empire 
 
READ for Tuesday Discussion: Chapter 12 of Sourcebook 
 

• Sources on the death of Hypatia 
• Augustine, Confessions on Manichaeism 
• Procopius’ The Secret History on Theodora, Justinian; History of the Wars on the Nika riots 
• Life of Lady Bathilde  
• Sidonius Apollinaris and Visigothic sources. 

 
NO CLASS ON THURSDAY 11/25 DUE TO THANKSGIVING BREAK 

 
Week 14 (11/30, 12/2): OBJECT-AS-HISTORY FINAL VERSION (Due 9am, Thursday, 12/2) 
 
The Rise of Islam in the West 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 13 of Sourcebook 
 

• Christian narratives of the Muslim conquest (Chronicle of 754; John of Nikiu) 
• Quran (selections) 
• al-Tabari, History of the Prophets and the Kings (selections) 
• Islamic sources on the transmission and development of classical works of medical science and 

technology under the caliphate. 
 

Week 15 (12/7, 12/9): 
 
The Carolingian Empire 
 
READ for Thursday Discussion: Chapter 14 of Sourcebook 
 
Part 1: 
 

• Selections from Einhard, Life of Charlemagne 
• Selected sources from the Carolingian world. 

 
Part 2: 
 
Revision and Debate: What is “Western Civilization”? Does/did it exist? 
 

• Selected articles debating the value of the term and its meaning: Appiah, “There is no such 
thing as Western Civilization”, and Kierstead, “Is Western Civilization a Thing?” 

 
FINAL EXAM PERIOD: 12/16-12/22 


