Possible Essay Topics – World History to the 16th Century
1. What were Ancient Roman mystery cults, and what was their effect on the evolution of the Christian religion?

2. Examine the rise of the power of the Catholic religion leading up to, and after, the fall of the Roman Empire.

3. Discuss the reasons behind the call for the Crusades in the 12th century.

4.  Who were the Knights Templar? What was their role in the Crusades? Examine their rise to power in Europe and the factors that eventually led to their downfall.
5. Discuss the evolution of feudalism as a result of the fall of the Roman Empire.
6. Critically examine the career of Julius Caesar. What were the reasons for his success, and what actions led to his downfall?

7. Examine the formation of Islam and the reasons for its rapid expansion throughout the Middle-East and beyond.
8. Is it possible for us to know the historical Jesus? What historical and textual evidence do we have to draw upon? What are the problems faced by historians in trying to reconstruct his life and works?
9. Critically examine life in Ancient Sparta. How did their style of life contribute to their success and power in Ancient Greece, and what factors led to its eventual demise?
10. What were the social, political, and military reasons for the fall of the Roman Empire?

11. Was there really an Island of Atlantis? What is the legend behind the tale? What are our historical sources, and what does current research tell us about the possible location?

12. Who was Ramses II? Examine his political and military successes. Is there any non-Biblical evidence to support the claim that a mass exodus of the Jewish people occurred during his reign?

13. Who was Cleopatra? What were her political motives? How did she exploit her relationships with Julius Caesar and Mark Antony in order to achieve political gain for Egypt?
14. What were the mystery religions and what do they have in common? Could Christianity be classified as a mystery religion? What are the arguments for and against, and, after reviewing them, what conclusions do you come to?

15. Examine the evolution of Roman religion. How was their faith influenced by their contact with Etruscan and Greek religions?

16. Examine the theories behind the death of Alexander the Great. What happened to his body? Examine the various accounts of his tomb, which has been lost to history. Where was it said to have been? What evidence is there in relation to its current location?

17. Examine the evolution of the Roman Army? How did the early Roman army differ from the later imperial army? What were the reasons that it was such a successful fighting force?
18. What was the black plague? How was it introduced to Europe and what were the social and political ramifications from the massive death it caused?
19. Examine the rapid spread of the Christian faith in the first four centuries A.D. What factors, both within the religion itself, and within the prevailing culture of the time, allowed for such mass acceptance and ease of expansion? 

20. The Roman leader Constantine the Great is known as the first Christian emperor, but is this an accurate title? Did Constantine truly embrace the Christian faith or were his motives more political? Examine Constantine’s use of the Christian religion and his role in the creation of Orthodox Christianity.   
21. In the sixty years, roughly, from Rome’s conquest of Spain in the 2nd Punic War to the year 146 B.C., Rome acquired an empire that extended the length of the Mediterranean to Asia Minor. What consequences, in the next couple of centuries, did such a rapid expansion have for the people of Rome?

22. The fall of the Roman Empire really only refers to the fall of the Western Empire. The Eastern Empire remained intact and became known as the Byzantine Empire. What factors led to not only to the survival, but the flourishing, of the Eastern Empire? 
23. Ancient Greece provided for history many brilliant philosophers, mathematicians, scientists, and politicians, whose contributions are still felt keenly today. Identify one key figure from each sphere mentioned and outline his/her contributions to history, providing a clear link as to how their teachings/theories/inventions continue to impact our society to this day.

24. The idea of homosexuality was accepted and widely practiced, particularly by, but not limited to, men. Examine the Greek view on homosexuality and analyze its impact on the society of the time.
25. What was the significance to Western Europe of the fall of Constantinople to the Muslims in 1452 A.D.?
26. The idea of heresies (Christian beliefs that do not adhere to Orthodox Christianity) were not looked upon favourably by the early Church authorities or the political institutions which the Church supported. Consequently, these heretical sects were sought out and wiped out, as was any literature not conforming to Orthodox belief, depriving the modern world of many valuable texts. Research 3-4 of these early heresies, providing their teaching, and explaining the fate of each sect.
27. Richard I of England, also know as “The Lionhearted” comes down to us through legend as “Good King Richard”, largely because his rule was viewed by contemporaries as far better than that of his younger brother John. Is this an accurate description of the Crusading King, or does historical fact paint a different picture?

28. Eleanor of Aquitaine is arguably one of the most fascinating women in history, having been the wife of both the king of France and the king of England, and also fathering two kings of England, while all the while herself remaining politically active and influential. Give an account of her life, showing how her influence affected and, in many instances shaped the history of Western Europe during her lifetime and beyond.  
29. Who was Hatshepsut? Examine her rise to power and her contributions to the development of the Egyptian empire.

30. Magic, witchcraft, and paranormal people/occurrences can be found in most ancient cultures around the world. Examine the idea of the supernatural in one specific time period covered in this course (i.e. witchcraft in the Middle–Ages, or magic and prophecy in ancient Greece).
31. Examine the religious beliefs and practices of one of the societies studied in this course (i.e. Babylonian, Sumerian, Egyptian, Greek, Roman, etc.). What gods were worshipped? Where did this worship occur? What rituals and other aspects of the religion illuminate for us aspects of their society?
32. Alexander the Great spread a culture through his conquests known as Hellenism. What is the Hellenistic culture, and to what extent is the nomenclature the “Hellenistic Age” appropriate for the time period that followed Alexander’s reign (defined by historians as 323 – 31 B.C.)?

33. The Minoans are considered the first great European civilization, but their civilization on Crete came to a sudden end. Examine their society at the height of its power, and analyze the various theories regarding the societies decline and eventual downfall.

34. When the Roman Empire fell Europe was thrown into a period later termed by Enlightenment philosophers as the “Dark Ages”, due to a perceived loss of literature and learning. Is this a fair assessment? Examine the time period, focusing on the survival of literature and learning in continental Europe and the British Isles.
35. After the death of Julius Caesar and the crumbling of the 2nd triumvirate a power struggle was waged between Octavian Caesar, Julius Caesar’s adopted nephew, and Mark Antony, a general of Caesar’s and a powerful statesman. Identify the key reasons, both politically and militarily, for Ocatvian’s eventual victory, focusing not only on the successes of Octavian, but also the mistakes made by Anthony.

36. What were the military reasons for Alexander the Great’s successes as he swept across Asia? Examine his use of, and the history behind, the military formation known as the phalanx. Also look at his use of cavalry and other various factors that led to his military victories.
37. What is chivalry? Discuss its origins and its practice throughout the Middle-Ages.

38.  Many early ages in history are defined by the type of advances in metal working that occurred during that time. Research the development of both the Bronze Age and the Iron Age which followed. How did these developments affect societies of the time? Which empires rose to power due to the advent of the Bronze Age, and which were rendered impotent due to the introduction of Iron?
39. Examine early civilizations as they appeared in Mesopotamia. From where did they arise? What technological and social advancements led to the creation of Empires, and to the rise and fall of certain peoples (the Assyrians, the Babylonians, the Hittites, etc.)?

40. Who were the Vikings? Were they simply a warrior society bent on pillaging and destruction, or were they a more advanced, cultured society than many accounts tell? Examine facets of their society, such as religion, daily life, and militarism.

41. “The classical culture of ancient Greece and Rome was almost to posterity due to the decline of learning which occurred in Europe during the Middle – Ages.” Support or refute this quote by examining the survival of learning in different areas within and around Western Europe.

42. King John I of England has come down to us in history as a corrupt and evil king, but this may not be a true portrait of the man. What aspects of his reign earned him such an unfavourable reputation? Are there any redeeming qualities to be found amidst the criticism?

43. The notion of the knight in shining armour riding off to save the damsel in distress is a very romantic one. Was the life of a knight really so glamourous? Discuss.

44. Examine the institution of monasticism. What caused its development, who were its main proponents, and how was it an influential part of Medieval society?

45. Examine the role of women in one of the time periods or societies studied within the course.

46. Research the role of Gladiatorial contests? How did this practice develop in Roman times? Discuss some of the more interesting and disturbing aspects of these games? Look at the use of these games as a political and social gathering place, and discuss the reasons for the eventual demise of the practice.

47. Was Joan of Arc truly a messenger of God? What were the political and military circumstances surrounding her emergence as a military leader and saviour of France during the Hundred Years War? Provide your assessment of this controversial figure.

48. The legend of Dracula comes down to us through the 1897 novel by Bram Stoker, but Stoker based his character loosely on a 15th century Romanian monarch, Vlad III, who was known for his extreme brutality. Examine Vlad’s rule and discuss whether his extreme use of violence mars this historical figure.

49. What was the Great Schism? How did this event occur, and what were the political and social ramifications? How was the problem eventually rectified?
50. Research the use of slavery in ancient societies, providing either a cross-cultural examination, or a comprehensive look at the use of slavery in one society in particular. What benefits and drawbacks were there to this practice? 
