


The Stuff They Left Behind
From the Days of the Middle Ages
Use these beautiful photographs of artifacts and architecture either before you read from a living history book, to create 

interest in a time period, or after you read, to clarify and elaborate on what was read. The leading thoughts and discussion 
questions below will give you some ideas, but be careful to allow plenty of time for careful looking and encourage students 
to share their own observations and make their own personal connections.

Lindisfarne Gospels
British Library
Photo Credit: Airunp

Before the printing press was 
invented, books were copied by hand. 
Some of them were given special 
decorations. What do you notice about 
the way this page is decorated? This 
type of decorated page is called an “illuminated 
manuscript.” Illuminate means “to light up or 
brighten.” Does anything in its decoration appear 
“illuminated” to you?

This page was copied by a monk at a monastery 
named Lindisfarne. It contains the first sentence of 
the book of Matthew: “The book of the generation of 
Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham.” 
You can see the word liber (“the book” in Latin) on the 
first line. What do you notice about the illuminated 
letters in that word? Can you find the Latin word for 
“generations”: Generationis? How hard do you think 
it would be to create an illuminated manuscript? Why 
do you think the monk illuminated this book?

Gokstad Ship
Viking Ships Museum, Norway
Photo Credit: Sergey Ashmarin

What do you notice 
about this Viking ship? Look 
closely for the holes designed to hold the oars. How 
many oarsmen would be needed to power this ship? 
And can you find the handle of the rudder used for 
steering in the back? What do you suppose the partial 
beam in the middle used to be?

The ship is built of oak and measures about 78 feet 
long and 16 feet wide. How long and wide is the room 
in which you are sitting? How does it compare to this 
ship? 

El Castillo  
at Chichen Itza
Yucatan, Mexico
Photo Credit: Daniel Schwen

This building is called 
El Castillo, “the castle.” How is it similar to other 
castles you have seen? How is it different? At the same 
time that castles were being built across Europe, this 
castle was being built in Central America by the Maya 
people. Though it is called “the castle,” El Castillo was 
really a temple to one of their gods.

Each side of the pyramid has 91 steps. If you add 
the temple platform at the top as the final step, El 
Castillo has a total of 365 steps, which equals the 
number of days in a Maya calendar year. Do you think 
they designed the pyramid that way intentionally? 
Why?

If you have studied the pyramids in Egypt using 
The Stuff They Left Behind: From the Days of Ancient 
Egypt, you might compare this step pyramid to 
Djoser’s step pyramid pictured in that portfolio. 

Dresden Codex
Dresden, Germany
Photo Credit: Pharos

Maya scribes in Central America wrote 
their language in this way. What do you 
notice about their writing? Some of the 
symbols represent sounds in a word; 
others represent an entire word. This 
is one page from a folding Maya book, 
called a codex. The cloth of this page was 
made from tree bark.

How does this Maya writing compare to the 
writing on the Lindisfarne illuminated manuscript 
in this portfolio? If you have The Stuff They Left 
Behind: From the Days of Ancient Egypt, you might also 
compare these Maya hieroglyphs to the Egyptian 
hieroglyphs featured on the Stele of Ahmose.
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