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The Crisis of the
Later Middle Ages

‘chapter outline

uring the later Middle Ages, the last book of the New Testament,
the Book of Revelation, inspired thousands of sermons and hun-
dreds of religious tracts. The Book of Revelation deals with visions of the end
of the world, with disease, war, famine, and death. It is no wonder this part of
the Bible was so popular. Between 1300 and 1450, Europeans experienced a
frightful series of shocks: economic dislocation, plague, war, social upheaval,
and increased crime and violence. Death and preoccupation with death make
the fourteenth century one of the most wrenching periods of Western civi-
lization. Yet, in spite of the pessimism and crises, important institutions and
ideas, such as representative assemblies and national literatures, emerged.
The miseries and disasters of the later Middle Ages bring to mind a num-
ber of questions.

._ ® Prelude to Disaster
® The Black Death

¢ The Hundred Years’ War
(ca 1337-1453)

® The Decline of the
Church’s Prestige

® The Life of the People

¢ Vernacular Literature o L ;
® What economic difficulties did Europe experience?

® What were the social and psychological effects of repeated attacks of
plague and disease?

® Some scholars maintain that war is often the catalyst for political, eco-
nomic, and social change. Does this theory have validity for the four-
teenth century?

® What provoked schism in the church, and what impact did it have on the
lives of ordinary people?

® How did new national literatures reflect political and social developments?

® How and why did the laws of settlers in frontier regions reveal a strong
racial or ethnic discrimination?

This chapter will focus on these questions.

P relude to Disaster

In the first decade of the fourteenth century, the countries of northern Eu-
rope experienced a considerable price inflation. The cost of grain, livestock,
€ and dairy products rose sharply. Severe weather, which historical geographers
label the “Little Ice Age,” made a serious situation frightful. An unusual
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number of storms brought torrential rains, ruining the
wheat, oat, and hay crops on which people and animals
almost everywhere depended. Since long-distance trans-
portation of food was expensive and difficult, most urban
areas depended for bread and meat on arcas no more
than a day’s journey away. Poor harvests—and one in
four was likely to be poor—led to scarcity and starvation.
Almost all of northern Europe suffered a “Great Famine”
in the years 1315-1322, which contemporaries inter-
preted as a recurrence of the biblical “seven lean years”
(Genesis 42).

Reduced caloric intake meant increased susceptibility
to disease, especially for infants, children, and the elderly.
Workingmen and workingwomen on a reduced diet had
less energy, which in turn meant lower productivity,
lower output, and higher grain prices. The great famine
proved a demographic disaster in France; in Burgundy
perhaps one-third of the population died. The many
religious houses of Flanders experienced a high loss of
monks, nuns, and priests.

Hardly had western Europe begun to recover from this
disaster when another struck. An epidemic of typhoid
fever carried away thousands. In 1316, 10 percent of the
population of the city of Ypres may have died between
May and October alone. Then in 1318 disease hit cattle
and sheep, drastically reducing the herds and flocks. An-
other bad harvest in 1321 brought famine and death.

The province of Languedoc in France presents a classic
example of agrarian crisis. For over 150 years, Languedoc
had enjoyed continual land reclamation, steady agricul-
tural expansion, and enormous population growth. Then
the fourteenth century opened with four years of bad
harvests. Torrential rains in 1310 ruined the harvest and
brought on terrible famine. Harvests failed again in 1322
and 1329. In 1332 desperate peasants survived the win-
ter on raw herbs. In the half century from 1302 to 1348,
poor harvests occurred twenty times. The undernour-
ished population was ripe for the Grim Reaper, who ap-
peared in 1348 in the form of the Black Death.

These catastrophes had grave social consequences.
Poor harvests and famine led to the abandonment of
homesteads. In parts of the Low Countries and in the
Scottish-English borderlands, entire villages were aban-
doned. This meant a great increase in the number of
vagabonds, what we call “homeless people.” In Flanders
and East Anglia (eastern England), where aspects of the
famine have been carefully analyzed, some rustics were
forced to mortgage, sublease, or sell their holdings to get
money to buy food. Rich farmers bought out their poorer
neighbors. When conditions improved, debtors tried to
get their lands back, leading to a very volatile land mar-

ket. To reduce the labor supply and the mouths to feed
in the countryside, young males sought work in the
rowns.! Poor harvests probably meant that marriage had
to be postponed. Later marriages and the deaths caused
by famine and disease meant a reduction in population.
Meanwhile, the international character of trade and com-
merce meant that a disaster in one country had serious
implications elsewhere. For example, the infection that
attacked English sheep in 1318 caused a sharp decline in
wool exports in the following years. Without wool,
Flemish weavers could not work, and thousands were
laid off. Without woolen cloth, the businesses of Flem-
ish, Hanseatic, and Italian merchants suffered. Unem-
ployment encouraged people to turn to crime.

To none of these problems did governments have ef-
fective solutions. The three sons of Philip the Fair who
sat on the French throne between 1314 and 1328 con-
demned speculators, who held stocks of grain back until
conditions were desperate and prices high, forbade the
sale of grain abroad, and published legislation prohibit-
ing fishing with traps that took large catches. These meas-
ures had few positive results. As the subsistence crisis
deepened, popular discontent and paranoia increased.
Starving people focused their anger on the rich, specula-
tors, and the Jews, who were targeted as creditors fleec-
ing the poor through pawnbroking. (Expelled from
France in 1306, Jews were readmitted in 1315 and
granted the privilege of lending at high interest rates.)
Rumors spread of a plot by Jews and their agents, the
lepers, to kill Christians by poisoning the wells. With “ev-
idence” collected by torture, many lepers and Jews were
killed, beaten, or hit with heavy fines.

In England Edward I's incompetent son, Edward II
(r. 1307-1327), used Parliament to set price controls, first
on the sale of livestock after disease and poor lambing
had driven prices up, and then on ale, which was made
from barley (the severe rains of 1315 had contributed to
molds and mildews, sharply reducing the crop). Baronial
conflicts and wars with the Scots dominated Edward II’s
reign. Fearing food riots and violence, Edward con-
demned speculators, which proved easier than enforcing
price controls. He did try to buy grain abroad, but yields
in the Baltic were low; the French crown, as we have
seen, forbade exports; and the grain shipped from Castile
in northern Spain was grabbed by Scottish, English, and
rogue Hanseatic pirates on the high seas. Such grain as
reached southern English ports was stolen by looters and
sold on the black market. The Crown’s efforts at famine
relief failed.

In Scandinavia and the Baltic countries, low cereal har-
vests, declines in meat and dairy production, economic
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i SOCIAL/ECONOMIC

1315-1322 Famine
in northern Europe

® 1348 Black Death arrives in mainland Europe

® 1358 Jacquerie peasant uprising in France
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® 1324 Marsiglio, Defensor Pacis

recessions, and the lack of salt, used for preserving her-
ring, resulted in terrible food shortages. One scholar de-
scribes conditions there as “catastrophic.”® Economic
and social problems were aggravated by the appearance
of a frightful disease.

Z he Black Death

In 1291 Genoese sailors had opened the Strait of Gibral-
tar to Iralian shipping by defeating the Moroccans. Then,
shortly after 1300, important advances were made in the
design of Italian merchant ships. A square rig was added
to the mainmast, and ships began to carry three masts in-
stead of just one. Additional sails better utilized wind
power to propel the ship. The improved design permit-
ted year-round shipping for the first time, and Venetian
and Genoese merchant ships could sail the dangerous At-
lantic coast even in the winter months. With ships con-

1378-1417 Great Schism

............,,...‘....
1387-1400 Chaucer, Canterbury Tales

tinually at sea, shipboard rats were constantly on the
move, and thus any rat-transmitted disease could spread
rapidly.

Scholars dispute the origins of the bubonic plague, of-
ten known as the Black Death. One legend holds that
the plague broke out in the Tartar (or Tatar) army under
Khan Djani-Beg that was besieging the city of Caffa
(modern Feodosiya) in the Crimea, in southern Russia.
The Khan ordered the heads of Tartar victims hurled into
Caffa to infect the defenders.® Some scholars hold that
the plague broke out in China or Central Asia around
1331, and during the next fifteen years merchants and
soldiers carried it over the caravan routes until in 1346 it
reached the Crimea. Other scholars believe the plague
was endemic in southern Russia. In either case, from the
Crimea the plague had easy access to Mediterranean lands
and western Europe.

In October 1347, Genoese ships brought the plague
to Messina, from which it spread across Sicily. Venice and
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MAP 12.1 The Course of the Black Death in Fourteenth-Century Europe Note the
routes that the bubonic plague took across Europe. How do you account for the fact that

several regions were spared the “dreadful death”:

Genoa were hit in January 1348, and from the port of
Pisa the disease spread south to Rome and east to Flor-
ence and all of Tuscany. By late spring, southern Ger-
many was attacked. Frightened French authorities chased
a galley bearing the disease from the port of Marseilles,
but not before plague had infected the city, from which it
spread to Languedoc and Spain. In June 1348, two ships
entered the Bristol Channel and introduced it into Eng-
land. All Europe felt the scourge of this horrible discase
(see Map 12.1).

Pathology and Care

Modern understanding of the bubonic plague rests on
the research of two bacteriologists, one French and one

Japanese, who in 1894 independently identified the
bacillus that causes the plague, Pasteurella pestis (so la-
beled after the French scientist’s teacher, Louis Pasteur).
The bacillus liked to live in the bloodstream of an animal
or, ideally, in the stomach of a flea. The flea in turn
resided in the hair of a rodent, sometimes a squirrel but
preferably the hardy, nimble, and vagabond black rat.
Why the host black rat moved so much, scientists still do
not know, but it often traveled by ship. There the black
rat could feast for months on a cargo of grain or live
snugly among bales of cloth. Fleas bearing the bacillus
also had no trouble nesting in saddlebags.* Comfortable,
well-fed, and having greatly multplied, the black rats
ended their ocean voyage and descended on the great
cities of Europe.
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Procession of Saint Gregory According to the Golden Legend, a thirteenth-century collection

of saints” lives, the bubonic plague ravaged Rome when Gregory I was elected pope (590-604). He
immediately ordered special prayers and processions around the city. Here, as people circle the walls,
new victims fall (center). The architecture, the cardinals, and the friars all indicate that this painting
dates from the fourteenth, not the sixth, century. (Musée Condé, Chantilly/Art Resource, NY)

The plague took two forms—bubonic and pneumonic,
In the bubonic form, the flea was the vector, or transmit-
ter, of the disease. In the pneumonic form, the plague
Was communicated directly from one person to another.

Although by the fourteenth century urban authorities
from London to Paris to Rome had begun to try to
achieve a primitive level of sanitation, urban conditions
remained ideal for the spread of disease. Narrow streets
filled with refuse and human excrement were as much
cesspools as thoroughfares. Dead animals and sore-covered
beggars greeted the traveler. Houses whose upper stories
projected over the lower ones blocked light and air.
And extreme overcrowding was common place. When all
members of an aristocratic family lived and slept in one

room, it should not be surprising that six or eight persons
in a middle-class or poor household slept in one bed—
if they had one. Closeness, after all, provided warmth.
Houses were beginning to be constructed of brick, but
many remained of wood, clay, and mud. A determined
rat had little trouble entering such a house.

Standards of personal hygiene remained frightfully
low. True, most large cities had public bathhouses, but
we have no way of knowing how frequently ordinary
people used them. Lack of personal cleanliness, com-
bined with any number of temporary ailments such as
diarrhea and the common cold, weakened the body’s re-
sistance to serious disease. Fleas and body lice were uni-
versal afflictions: everyone from peasants to archbishops
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had them. One more bite did not cause much alarm. But
if that nibble came from a bacillus-bearing flea, an entire
household or area was doomed.

The classic symptom of the bubonic plague was a
growth the size of a nut or an apple in the armpit, in the
groin, or on the neck. This was the boil, or buba, that
gave the disease its name and caused agonizing pain. If
the buba was lanced and the pus thoroughly drained, the
victim had a chance of recovery. The next stage was the
appearance of black spots or blotches caused by bleeding
under the skin. (This syndrome did not give the disease
its common name; contemporaries did not call the
plague the Black Death. Sometime in the fifteenth cen-
tury, the Latin phrase atra mors, meaning “dreadful
death,” was translated “black death,” and the phrase
stuck.) Finally, the victim began to cough violently and
spit blood. This stage, indicating the presence of millions
of bacilli in the bloodstream, signaled the end, and death
followed in two or three days. Rather than evoking com-
passion for the victim, a French scientist has written,
everything about the bubonic plague provoked horror
and disgust: “All the matter which exuded from their
bodies let off an unbearable stench; sweat, excrement,
spittle, breath, so fetid as to be overpowering; urine tur-
bid, thick, black or red.”?

Fourteenth-century medical literature indicates that
physicians could sometimes ease the pain, but they
had no cure. Most people—lay, scholarly, and medical—
believed that the Black Death was caused by some “vi-
cious property in the air” that carried the disease from
place to place. When ignorance was joined to fear and an-
cient bigotry, savage cruelty sometimes resulted. Many
people believed that the Jews had poisoned the wells of
Christian communities and thereby infected the drinking
water. This charge led to the murder of thousands of
Jews across Europe. According to one chronicler, sixteen
thousand were killed at the imperial city of Strasbourg
alone in 1349. Though sixteen thousand is probably a
typical medieval numerical exaggeration, the horror of
the massacre is not lessened. Scholars have yet to explain
the economic impact that the loss of such a productive

_people had on Strasbourg and other cities.

The Italian writer Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375),
describing the course of the disease in Florence in the
preface to his book of tales The Decameron, pinpointed
the cause of the spread:

Moreover, the virulence of the pest was the greater by reason
that intercourse was apt to convey it from the sick to the
whole, just as fire devours things dry or greasy when they are
brought close to it. Nav, the evil went vet further, for not

merely by speech or association with the sick was the malady
communicated to the healthy with consequent peril of com-
mon death, but any that rouched the clothes of the sick or
aught else that had been touched or used by them, seemed
thereby to contract the disease.®

The highly infectious nature of the plague, especially in
areas of high population density, was recognized by a few
sophisticated Muslims. When the disease struck the town
of Salé in Morocco, Ibu Abu Madyan shut in his house-
hold with sufficient food and water and allowed no one
to enter or leave until the plague had passed. Abu Madyan
was entirely successful. The rat that carried the disease-
bearing flea avoided travel outside the cities. Thus the
countryside was relatively safe. City dwellers who could
afford to move fled to the country.

If medical science had no effective treatment, could
victims’ suffering be eased? Perhaps in hospitals. What
was the geographical distribution of hospitals, and, al-
though our estimates of medieval populations remain
rough, what was the hospital-to-population ratio? How
many patients could a hospital serve? Whereas carlier the
feudal lord had made philanthropic foundations, begin-
ning in the thirteenth century individual merchants—out
of compassion, generosity, and the custom of giving to
parish collections, and in the belief that the sick would be
prayerful intercessors with God for the donors’ sins—
endowed hospitals. Business people established hospitals
in the towns of northern France and Flanders; Milan,
Genoa, and Venice were well served, and the 30 hospitals
in Florence provided 1,000 beds in 1339. Sixty hospitals
served Paris in 1328—but probably not enough for its
population of 200,000. The many hospitals in the Iber-
ian Peninsula continued the Muslim tradition of care for
the poor and ill. Merchants in the larger towns of the
German Empire, in Poland, and in Hungary also founded
hospitals in the fourteenth century, generally later than
those in western Europe. Sailors, long viewed as poten-
tial carriers of disease, benefited from hospitals reserved
for them; in 1300 the Venetian government paid a
surgeon to care for sick sailors. At the time the plague
erupted, therefore, most towns and cities had hospital
facilities.

When trying to determine the number of people a hos-
pital could accommodate, the modern researcher consid-
ers the number of beds, the size of the staff, and the
building’s physical layout. Since each medieval hospital
bed might serve two or more patients, we cannot calcu-
late the number of patients on the basis of the beds alone.
We do know that rural hospices usually had twelve to fif-
teen beds, and city hospitals, as at Lisbon, Narbonne,
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Patients in a Hospital Ward, Fifteenth Century In many cities hospitals could not cope
with the large numbers of plague victims. The practice of putting two or more adults in the
same bed, as shown here, contributed to the spread of the disease. At the Hétel-Dieu in Paris,
nurses complained of being forced to put eight to ten children in a single bed in which a pa-

tient had recently died. (Giraudon/The Bridgeman Art Library)

and Genoa, had on average twenty-five to thirty beds,
but these figures do not tell us how many patients were
accommodated. Only the very rare document listing the
number of wrapping sheets and coffins for the dead pur-
chased in a given period provides the modern scholar
with information on the number of patients a hospital
had. Hospitals could offer only shelter, compassion, and
care for the dying.”

Mortality rates cannot be specified, because popula-
tion figures for the period before the arrival of the plague
do not exist for most countries and cities. The largest
amount of material survives for England, but it is difficult
to use; after enormous scholarly controversy, only edu-
cated guesses can be made. Of a total English population
of perhaps 4.2 million, probably 1.4 million died of the
Black Death in its several visits.® Densely populated Ital-
ian cities endured incredible losses. Florence lost be-

tween one-half and two-thirds of its 1347 population of
85,000 when the plague visited in 1348.

Nor did central and eastern Europe escape the ravages
of the disease. Moving northward from the Balkans, east-
ward from France, and southward from the Baltic, the
plague swept through the German Empire. In the Rhine-
land in 1349, Cologne and Mainz endured heavy losses.
In 1348 it swept through Bavaria, entered the Moselle
Valley, and pushed into northern Germany. One chroni-
cler records that in the summer and autumn of 1349, be-
tween five hundred and six hundred died every day in
Vienna. Styria, in what today is central Austria, was very
hard hit, with cattle straying unattended in the fields.

As the Black Death took its toll on the German Em-
pire, waves of emigrants fled to Poland, Bohemia, and
Hungary. The situation there was better, though not
completely absent of disease. The plague seems to have
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entered Poland through the Baltic seaports and spread
from there. Still, population losses were lower than else-
where in Europe. The plague spread from Poland to Rus-
sia, reaching Pskov, Novgorod, and Moscow, where it
felled Grand Duke Simeon.? No estimates have been made
of population losses there or in the Balkans. In Serbia,
though, the plague left vast tracts of land unattended,
which prompted an increase in Albanian immigration to
meet the labor shortage.

Across Europe the Black Death recurred intermittently
from the 1360s to 1400. It reappeared many times with
reduced virulence, making its last appearance in the
French port city of Marseilles in 1721. Survivors became
more prudent. Because periods of famine had caused
malnutrition, making people vulnerable to disease, Euro-
peans controlled population growth so that population
did not outstrip food supply. Western Europeans im-
proved navigation techniques and increased long-distance
trade, which permitted the importation of grain from
sparsely populated Baltic regions (see page 381). They
strictly enforced quarantine measures.!® They worked on
the development of vaccines. But it was only in 1947, six
centuries after the arrival of the plague in the West, that
the American microbiologist Selman Waksman discov-
ered an effective vaccine, streptomycin.

Social, Economic, and Cultural Consequences

It is noteworthy that, in an age of mounting criticism of
clerical wealth (see page 394), the behavior of the clergy
during the plague was often exemplary. Priests, monks,
and nuns cared for the sick and buried the dead. In places
like Venice, from which even physicians fled, priests re-
mained to give what ministrations they could. Conse-
quently, their mortality rate was phenomenally high. The
German clergy especially suffered a severe decline in per-
sonnel in the years after 1350. With the ablest killed off,
the wealth of the German church fell into the hands of
the incompetent and weak. The situation was ripe for re-
form (see Chapter 14).

In taking their pastoral responsibilities seriously, some
clergy did things that the church in a later age would
vigorously condemn. The institutional church has tradi-
tionally opposed laymen, and especially laywomen, ad-
ministering the sacraments. But the shortage of priests
was so great that in 1349 Ralph, bishop of Bath and Wells
in England (1329-1363), advised his people that “if they
are on the point of death and cannot secure the services of
a priest, then they should make confession to each other,
as is permitted in the teaching of the Apostles, whether to
a layman or, if no man is present, even to a woman.”!!

Economic historians and demographers sharply dis-
pute the impact of the plague on the economy in the late
fourteenth century. The traditional view that the plague
had a disastrous effect has been greatly modified. The
clearest evidence comes from England, where the agrar-
ian economy showed remarkable resilience. While the
severity of the disecase varied from region to region, it ap-
pears that by about 1375 most landlords enjoyed rev-
enues near those of the pre-plague years. By the early
fifteenth century, seigneurial prosperity reached a me-
dieval peak. Why? The answer appears to lie in the fact
that England and many parts of Europe suffered from
overpopulation in the early fourteenth century. Popula-
tion losses caused by the Black Death “led to increased
productivity by restoring a more efficient balance be-
tween labour, land, and capital.”!?

What impact did visits of the plague have on urban
populations? The rich evidence from a census of the city
of Florence and its surrounding territory taken between
1427 and 1430 is fascinating. The region had suffered
repeated epidemics since 1347, In a total population of
260,000 persons, 15 percent were age sixty or over (a
very high proportion), suggesting that the plague took
the young rather than the mature. Children and youths
up to age nineteen constituted 44 percent of the people.
Adults between the ages of twenty and fifty-nine, the most
economically productive group, represented 41 percent
of Florentine society.

The high mortality rate of craftsmen led Florentine
guilds to recruit many new members. For example, be-
tween 1328 and 1347 the silk merchants guild accepted
730 members, and between 1408 and 1427 it admitted
784. It appears that economic organizations tried to keep
their numbers constant, even though the size of the pop-
ulation and its pool of potential guild members was
shrinking. Moreover, in contrast to the pre-1348 period,
many new members of the guilds were not related to ex-
isting members. Thus the post-plague years represent an
age of “new men.”!?

The Black Death brought on a general European infla-
tion. High mortality produced a fall in production,
shortages of goods, and a general rise in prices. The
shortage of labor and workers” demands for higher wages
put guild masters on the defensive. They retaliated with
measures such as the Statute of Laborers (1351), an at-
tempt by the English Parliament to freeze the wages of
English workers at pre-1347 levels. Such statutes could
not be enforced and thus were unsuccessful. The price of
wheat in most of Europe increased, as did the costs of
meat, sausage, and cheese. This inflation continued to
the end of the fourteenth century. But wages in the




towns rose faster, and the broad mass of people enjoyed
a higher standard of living. “A more efficient balance be-
tween labour, land, and capital” brought increased pro-
ductivity.!* Population decline meant a sharp increase in
per capita wealth. The greater demand for labor meant
greater mobility for peasants in rural areas and for indus-
trial workers in the towns and cities.

Labor shortages caused by the Black Death through-
out the Mediterranean region, from Constantinople to
Spain, presented aggressive businessmen with a golden
opportunity. The price of slaves rose sharply. Venetian
slavers from their colony at Tana on the Sea of Azov in
the Crimea took advantage of the boom in demand as
prices soared between 1350 and 1410. “By about 1408,
no less than 78 per cent of Tana’s export earnings came
from slaves. Out of their misery, and out of the profits
born of the Black Death, one palace after another was
raised along the (Venetian) Rialto.”!®

Even more significant than the social effects were the
psychological consequences. The knowledge that the
disease meant almost certain death provoked the most
profound pessimism. Imagine an entire society in the
grip of the belief that it was at the mercy of a frightful af-
fliction about which nothing could be done, a disgusting
disease from which family and friends would flee, leaving
one to die alone and in agony. It is not surprising that
some sought release in orgies and gross sensuality, while
others turned to the severest forms of asceticism and
frenzied religious fervor. Some extremists joined groups
of flagellants, who whipped and scourged themselves
as penance for their and society’s sins, in the belief that
the Black Death was God’s punishment for humanity’s
wickedness.

Plague ripped apart the social fabric. In the thirteenth
century, funerals, traditionally occasions for the mutual
consolation of the living as much as memorial services for
the dead, grew increasingly elaborate, with large corteges
and many mourners. In the fourteenth century, public
horror at the suffering of the afflicted and at the dead re-
duced the size of mourning processions and eventually
resulted in failure even to perform the customary death
rites. Fear of infection led to the dead being buried
hastily, sometimes in mass graves.

People often used pilgrimages to holy places as justifi-
cation for their flight from cities. Suspected of being car-
tiers of plague, travelers, pilgrims, and the homeless
aroused deep hostility. All European port cities followed
the example of Ragusa (modern Dubrovnik in south-
Western Croatia on the Dalmatian coast) and quarantined
arriving ships, crews, passengers, and cargoes to deter-
mine whether they brought the plague. Deriving from a
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Venetian word, the English term guarantine originally
meant forty days’ isolation.

Popular endowments of educational institutions multi-
plied. The years of the Black Death witnessed the foun-
dation of new colleges at old universities, such as Corpus
Christi and Clare Colleges at Cambridge and New Col-
lege at Oxford, and of entirely new universities. The be-
ginnings of Charles University in Prague (1348) and the
Universities of Florence (1350), Vienna (1364 ), Cracow
(1364), and Heidelberg (1385) were all associated with
the plague: their foundation charters specifically mention
the shortage of priests and the decay of learning. Whereas
universities such as those at Bologna and Paris had an in-
ternational student body, new institutions established in
the wake of the Black Death had more national or local
constituencies. Thus the international character of me-
dieval culture weakened. The decline of cultural cohesion
paved the way for schism in the Catholic church even be-
fore the Reformation.'¢

The literature and art of the fourteenth century reveal
a terribly morbid concern with death. One highly popu-
lar artistic motif, the Dance of Death, depicted a dancing
skeleton leading away a living person. A long interna-
tional war added further misery to the frightful disasters
of the plague.

Z he Hundred Years’ War
(ca 1337-1453)

In January 1327, Queen Isabella of England, her lover
Mortimer, and a group of barons, having deposed and
murdered Isabella’s incompetent husband, King Ed-
ward II, proclaimed his fifteen-year-old son king as
Edward III. Isabella and Mortimer, however, held real
power until 1330, when Edward seized the reins of gov-
ernment. In 1328 Charles IV of France, the last surviving
son of Philip the Fair, died childless. With him ended the
Capetian dynasty. An assembly of French barons, mean-
ing to exclude Isabella—who was Charles’s sister and the
daughter of Philip the Fair—and her son Edward III
from the French throne, proclaimed that “no woman nor
her son could succeed to the [French] monarchy.” French
lawyers defended this position—that no woman or her
descendant could rule France—with the claim that the
Salic Law, a long-obsolete sixth-century Germanic law
code (see page 210), was part of the fundamental law
of France. The barons passed the crown to Philip VI of
Valois (r. 1328-1350), a nephew of Philip the Fair. In
these actions lie the origins of another phase of the
centuries-old struggle between the English and French
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monarchies, one that was fought intermittently from 1337
to 1453.

Causes

The Hundred Years’ War had both distant and immedi-
ate causes. In 1259 France and England signed the Treaty
of Paris, in which the English king agreed to become—
for himself and his successors—vassal of the French
crown for the duchy of Aquitaine. The English claimed
Aquitaine as an ancient inheritance. French policy, how-
ever, was strongly expansionist, and the French kings
resolved to absorb the duchy into the kingdom of
France. In 1329 Edward III paid homage to Philip VI
for Aquitaine. In 1337 Philip, eager to exercise full
French jurisdiction in Aquitaine, confiscated the duchy.
Edward I1I interpreted this action as a gross violation of
the treaty of 1259 and as a cause for war. Moreover,
Edward argued, as the eldest directly surviving male de-
scendant of Philip the Fair, he must assume the title of
king of France in order to wield his rightful authority in
Aquitaine.!” In short, Edward rejected the decision of
the French barons excluding him from the throne. Ed-
ward III’s dynastic argument upset the feudal order in
France: to increase their independent power, French vas-
sals of Philip VI used the excuse that they had to transfer

their loyalty to a more legitimate overlord, Edward IIL.
One recason the war lasted so long was that it became a
French civil war, with some French barons supporting
English monarchs in order to thwart the centralizing
goals of the French crown.

Economic factors involving the wool trade and the
control of Flemish towns had served as justifications for
war between France and England for centuries. The wool
trade between England and Flanders served as the cor-
nerstone of both countries’ economies; they were closely
interdependent. Flanders was a fief of the French crown,
and the Flemish aristocracy was highly sympathetic to the
monarchy in Paris. But the wealth of Flemish merchants
and cloth manufacturers depended on English wool, and
Flemish burghers strongly supported the claims of Ed-
ward III. The disruption of commerce with England
threatened their prosperity.

The Popular Response

The governments of both England and France manipu-
lated public opinion to support the war. Whatever signif-
icance modern scholars ascribe to the economic factor,
public opinion in fourteenth-century England held that
the war was waged for one reason: to secure for King Ed-
ward the French crown he had been unjustly denied.'®

Flanders and the English Mer-
chant Staplers Flanders was
officially on the French side
during the Hundred Years’ War,
but Flemish cities depended
heavily on English wool for their
textile manufacturing. Hence the
Merchant Staplers, the English
trading company with a monop-
oly on trade in wool, sought
concessions. In this 1387 illustra-
tion, the master of the staple and
his fellow merchants plead their
case to the count of Flanders.
(British Library)
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Edward III issued letters to the sheriffs describing in
graphic terms the evil deeds of the French and listing
royal needs. Kings in both countries instructed the clergy
to deliver sermons filled with patriotic sentiment. The
royal courts sensationalized the wickedness of the other
side and stressed the great fortunes to be made from the
war. Philip VI sent agents to warn communities about
the dangers of invasion and to stress the French crown’s
revenue needs to meet the attack.

The royal campaign to rally public opinion was highly
successful, at least in the early stage of the war. Edward 111
gained widespread support in the 1340s and 1350s. The
English developed a deep hatred of the French and feared
that King Philip intended “to have scized and slaugh-
tered the entire realm of England.” When England was
successful in the field, pride in the country’s military pro-
ficiency increased.

Most important of all, the Hundred Years’ War was
popular because it presented unusual opportunities for
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wealth and advancement. Poor knights and knights who
were unemployed were promised regular wages. Crimi-
nals who enlisted were granted pardons. The great nobles
expected to be rewarded with estates. Royal exhortations
to the troops before battles repeatedly stressed that, if
victorious, the men might keep whatever they seized.
The French chronicler Jean Froissart wrote that, at the
time of Edward III’s expedition of 1359, men of all ranks
flocked to the English king’s banner. Some came to ac-
quire honor, but many came “to loot and pillage the fair
and plenteous land of France.”"?

The Course of the War to 1419

The war was fought almost entirely in France and the
Low Countries (see Map 12.2). It consisted mainly of a
series of random sieges and cavalry raids. In 1335 the
French began supporting Scottish incursions into north-
ern England, ravaging the countryside in Aquitaine, and

Siege of the Castle of Mortagne Near Bordeaux (1377) Medicval warfare
usually consisted of small skirmishes and attacks on castles. This miniature shows
the French besieging an English-held castle. Most of the soldiers use longbows,
although at the left two men shoot primitive muskets above a pair of cannon. The
castle held out for six months. Painted in the late fifteenth century, the scene reflects
contemporary developments rather than fourteenth-century events. (British Library)
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sacking and burning English coastal towns, such as
Southampton. Such tactics lent weight to Edward IIT’s
propaganda campaign. In fact, royal propaganda on both
sides fostered a kind of early nationalism.

During the war’s early stages, England was highly suc-
cessful. At Crécy in northern France in 1346, English
longbowmen scored a great victory over French knights
and crossbowmen. Although the aim of the longbow was
not very accurate, it allowed for rapid reloading, and Eng-
lish archers could send off three arrows to the French
crossbowmen’s one. The result was a blinding shower
of arrows that unhorsed the French knights and caused
mass confusion. The firing of cannon—probably the
first use of artillery in the West—created further panic.
Thereupon the English horsemen charged and butchered
the French.

This was not war according to the chivalric rules that
Edward III would have preferred. Nevertheless, his son
Edward the Black Prince used the same tactics ten years
later to smash the French at Poiters, where he captured
the French king and held him for ransom. Again, at
Agincourt near Arras in 1415, the chivalric English
soldier-king Henry V (r. 1413-1422) gained the ficld
over vastly superior numbers. Henry followed up his tri-
umph at Agincourt with the reconquest of Normandy.
By 1419 the English had advanced to the walls of Paris
(see Map 12.2). But the French cause was not lost.
Though England had scored the initial victories, France
won the war. '

Joan of Arc and France’s Victory

The ultimate French success rests heavily on the actions
of an obscure French peasant girl, Joan of Arc, whose vi-
sion and work revived French fortunes and led to victory.
A great deal of pious and popular legend surrounds Joan
the Maid, because of her peculiar appearance on the
scene, her astonishing success, her martyrdom, and her
canonization by the Catholic church. The historical fact
is that she saved the French monarchy, which was the
embodiment of France.

Born in 1412 to well-to-do peasants in the village of
Domrémy in Champagne, Joan of Arc grew up in a reli-
gious household. During adolescence she began to hear
voices, which she later said belonged to Saint Michael,
Saint Catherine, and Saint Margaret. In 1428 these
voices spoke to her with great urgency, telling her that
the dauphin (the uncrowned King Charles VII) had to be
crowned and the English expelled from France. Joan
went to the French court, persuaded the king to reject

the rumor that he was illegitimate, and secured his sup-
port for her relief of the besieged city of Orléans.

The astonishing thing is not that Joan the Maid over-
came serious obstacles to see the dauphin, not even that
Charles and his advisers listened to her. What is amazing
is the swiftness with which they were convinced. French
fortunes had been so low for so long that the court be-
lieved only a miracle could save the country. Because
Joan cut her hair short and dressed like a man, she scan-
dalized the court. But hoping she would provide the
miracle, Charles allowed her to accompany the army that
was preparing to raise the English siege of Orléans.

In the meantime Joan, herself illiterate, dictated this
letter calling on the English to withdraw:

King of England . . ., do right in the King of Heaven's sight.
Surrender to The Maid sent hither by God the King of
Heaven, the keys of all the good towns you have taken and
laid waste in France. She comes in God's name to establish
the Blood Royal, ready to make peace if vou agree to aban-
don France and repay what you have taken. And you, archers,
comrades in arms, gentles and others, who are before the
town of Orléans, retire in God's name to your own country.*®

Joan arrived before Orléans on April 28, 1429, Seven-
teen years old, she knew little of warfare and believed
that if she could keep the French troops from swearing
and frequenting brothels, victory would be theirs. On
May 8 the English, weakened by disease and lack of sup-
plies, withdrew from Orléans. Ten days later, Charles VII
was crowned king at Reims. These two events marked
the turning point in the war.

Joan’s presence at Orléans, her strong belief in her
mission, and the fact that she was wounded enhanced her
reputation and strengthened the morale of the army. In
1430 England’s allies, the Burgundians, captured Joan
and sold her to the English. When the English handed
her over to the ecclesiastical authorities for trial, the
French court did not intervene. While the English wanted
Joan eliminated for obvious political reasons, sorcery
(witchcraft) was the ostensible charge at her trial. Witch
persecution was increasing in the fifteenth century, and
Joan’s wearing of men’s clothes appeared not only aber-
rant but indicative of contact with the Devil. In 1431 the
court condemned her as a heretic—her claim of direct in-
spiration from God, thereby denying the authority of
church officials, constituted heresy—and burned her at
the stake in the marketplace at Rouen. A new trial in
1456 rehabilitated her name. In 1920 she was canonized
and declared a holy maiden, and today she is revered
as the second patron saint of France. The nineteenth-
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century French historian Jules Michelet extolled Joan of
Arc as a symbol of the vitality and strength of the French
peasant classes.

The relief of Orléans stimulated French pride and ral-
lied French resources. As the war dragged on, loss of life
mounted, and money appeared to be flowing into a bot-
tomless pit, demands for an end increased in England.
The clergy and intellectuals pressed for peace. Parliamen-
tary opposition to additional war grants stiffened. Slowly
the French reconquered Normandy and, finally, ejected
the English from Aquitaine. At the war’s end in 1453,
only the town of Calais remained in English hands.

Costs and Consequences

In France the English had slaughtered thousands of sol-
diers and civilians. In the years after the sweep of the
Black Death, this additional killing meant a grave loss of
population. The English had laid waste to hundreds of
thousands of acres of rich farmland, leaving the rural
economy of many parts of France a shambles. The war
had disrupted trade and the great fairs, resulting in the
drastic reduction of French participation in international
commerce. Defeat in battle and heavy taxation con-
tributed to widespread dissatsfaction and aggravated
peasant grievances.

In England only the southern coastal ports experi-
enced much destruction, and the demographic effects of
the Black Death actually worked to restore the land-labor
balance (see page 386). The costs of the war, however,
were tremendous. England spent over £5 million on the
war effort, a huge sum at the time. Manpower losses had
greater social consequences. The knights who ordinarily
handled the work of local government as sheriffs, coro-
ners, jurymen, and justices of the peace were abroad, and
their absence contributed to the breakdown of order at
the local level. The English government attempted to fi-
nance the war effort by raising taxes on the wool crop.
Because of steadily increasing costs, the Flemish and Ital-
ian buyers could not afford English wool. Consequently,
raw wool exports slumped drastically between 1350 and
1450.

Many men of all social classes had volunteered for
service in France in the hope of acquiring booty and be-
coming rich. The chronicler Walsingham, describing the
period of Crécy, wrote: “For the woman was of no ac-
count who did not possess something from the spoils
of . . . cities overseas in clothing, furs, quilts, and uten-
sils . . . tablecloths and jewels, bowls of murra [semi-
precious stone] and silver, linen and linen cloths.”?!
Walsingham is referring to 1348, in the first generation

of war. As ume went on, most fortunes seem to have
been squandered as fast as they were made.

If English troops returned with cash, they did not in-
vest it in land. In the fifteenth century, returning soldiers
were commonly described as beggars and vagabonds,
roaming about making mischief. Even the large sums of
money received from the ransom of the grear—such as
the £250,000 paid to Edward IIT for the freedom of
King John of France—and the money paid as indemnities
by captured towns and castles did not begin to equal the
more than £5 million spent. England suffered a serious
net loss.??

The long war also had a profound impact on the polit-
ical and cultural lives of the two countries. Most notably,
it stimulated the development of the English Parliament.
Between 1250 and 1450, representative assemblies
flourished in many European countries. In the English
Parliament, German diets, and Spanish cortes, delibera-
tive practices developed that laid the foundations for the
representative institutions of modern liberal-democratic
nations. While representative assemblies declined in most
countries after the fifteenth century, the English Parlia-
ment endured. Edward III’s constant need for money to
pay for the war compelled him to summon not only the
great barons and bishops, but knights of the shires and
burgesses from the towns as well. Parliament met in
thirty-seven of the fifty years of Edward’s reign.??

The frequency of the meetings is significant. Repre-
sentative assemblies were becoming a habit. Knights
and burgesses—or the “Commons,” as they came to be
called—recognized their mutual interests and began to
meet apart from the great lords. The Commons gradu-
ally realized that they held the country’s purse strings,
and a parliamentary statute of 1341 required that all
nonfeudal levies have parliamentary approval. When Ed-
ward III signed the law, he acknowledged that the king
of England could not tax without Parliament’s consent.
Increasingly, during the course of the war, money grants
were tied to royal redress of grievances: if the govern-
ment was to raise money, it had to correct the wrongs its
subjects protested.

In England theoretical consent to taxation and legisla-
tion was given in one assembly for the entire country.
France had no such single assembly; instead, there were
many regional or provincial assemblies. Why did a na-
tional representative assembly fail to develop in France?
The initiative for convening assemblies rested with the
king, who needed revenue almost as much as the English
ruler. But the French monarchy found the idea of repre-
sentative assemblies thoroughly distasteful. Large gather-
ings of the nobility potentially or actually threatened




the king’s power. The advice of a counselor to King
Charles VI (r. 1380-1422), “above all things be sure that
no great assemblies of nobles or of communes take place
in your kingdom,” was accepted.?* Charles VII (r. 1422~
1461) even threatened to punish those proposing a na-
tional assembly.

No one in France wanted a national assembly. Linguis-
tic, geographical, economic, legal, and political differences
were very strong. People tended to think of themselves as
Breton, Norman, Burgundian, or whatever, rather than
French. Through much of the fourteenth and carly fif-
teenth centuries, weak monarchs lacked the power to call
a national assembly. Provincial assemblies, highly jealous
of their independence, did not want a national assembly.
The costs of sending delegates to it would be high, and
the result was likely to be increased taxation.

In both countries, however, the war did promote the
growth of nationalism—the feeling of unity and identity
that binds together a people. After victories, each coun-
try experienced a surge of pride in its military strength.
Just as English patriotism ran strong after Crécy and
Poitiers, so French national confidence rose after Or-
Iéans. French national feeling demanded the expulsion of
the enemy not merely from Normandy and Aquitaine
but from French soil. Perhaps no one expressed this na-
tional consciousness better than Joan of Arc, when she
exulted that the enemy had been “driven out of France.”

Z he Decline of the

Church’s Prestige

In times of crisis or disaster, people of all faiths have
sought the consolation of religion. In the fourteenth
century, however, the official Christian church offered
little solace. In fact, the leaders of the church added to
the sorrow and misery of the times.

The Babylonian Captivity

From 1309 to 1376, the popes lived in Avignon in south-
castern France. In order to control the church and its poli-
cies, Philip the Fair of France pressured Pope Clement V
to settle in Avignon (see Map 11.5 on page 358). Clement,
Ct‘ltically ill with cancer, lacked the will to resist Philip. This
period in church history is often called the Babylonian
Captivity (referring to the seventy years the ancient He-
brews were held captive in Mesopotamian Babylon).

_ The Babylonian Captivity badly damaged papal prestige.
T11C Avignon papacy reformed its financial administra-
Han and centralized its government. But the seven popes
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at Avignon concentrated on bureaucratic matters to the
exclusion of spiritual objectives. Though some of the
popes led austere lives, the general atmosphere was one
of luxury and extravagance. The leadership of the church
was cut off from its historic roots and the source of its an-
cient authority, the city of Rome. In the absence of the
papacy, the Papal States in Iraly lacked stability and good
government. The economy of Rome had been based on
the presence of the papal court and the rich tourist trade
the papacy attracted. The Babylonian Captivity left
Rome poverty-stricken.

In 1377 Pope Gregory XI brought the papal court
back to Rome. Unfortunately, he died shortly after the
return. At Gregory’s death, Roman citizens demanded
an Italian pope who would remain in Rome. Between the
time of Gregory’s death and the opening of the conclave,
great pressure was put on the cardinals to elect an Italian.
At the time, none of them protested this pressure.

Sixteen cardinals—eleven Frenchmen, four Italians,
and one Spaniard—entered the conclave on April 7,
1378. After two ballots, they unanimously chose a distin-
guished administrator, the archbishop of Bari, Bartolomeo
Prignano, who took the name Urban VI. Each of the car-
dinals swore that Urban had been elected “sincerely,
freely, genuinely, and canonically.”

Urban VI (1378-1389) had excellent intentions for
church reform. He wanted to abolish simony, pluralism
(holding several church offices at the same time), absen-
teeism, and clerical extravagance. These were the very
abuses being increasingly criticized by Christian people
across Europe. Unfortunately, Pope Urban went about
the work of reform in a tactless and bullheaded manner.
The day after his coronation, he delivered a blistering at-
tack on cardinals who lived in Rome while drawing their
income from benefices elsewhere. His criticism was well-
founded but ill-timed and provoked opposition before
Urban had consolidated his authority.

In the weeks that followed, Urban stepped up attacks
on clerical luxury, denouncing individual cardinals by
name. He threatened to strike the cardinal archbishop of
Amiens. Urban even threatened to excommunicate cer-
tain cardinals, and when he was advised that such excom-
munications would not be lawful unless the guilty had
been warned three times, he shouted, “I can do any-
thing, if it be my will and judgment.”®® Urban’s quick
temper and irrational behavior have led scholars to ques-
tion his sanity. Whether he was medically insane or just
drunk with power is a moot point. In any case, Urban’s
actions brought on disaster.

In groups of two and three, the cardinals slipped away
from Rome and met at Anagni. They declared Urban’s
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election invalid because it had come about under threats
from the Roman mob, and they asserted that Urban him-
self was excommunicated. The cardinals then proceeded
to the city of Fondi between Rome and Naples and
clected Cardinal Robert of Geneva, the cousin of King
Charles V of France, as pope. Cardinal Robert took the
name Clement VII. There were thus two popes—Urban
at Rome and the antipope Clement VII (1378-1394),
who set himself up at Avignon in opposition to the
legally elected Urban. So began the Great Schism, which
divided Western Christendom until 1417.

The Great Schism

The powers of Europe aligned themselves with Urban or
Clement along strictly political lines. France naturally
recognized the French antipope, Clement. England,
France’s historic enemy, recognized Pope Urban. Scot-
land, whose attacks on England were subsidized by
France, followed the French and supported Clement.
Aragon, Castile, and Portugal hesitated before deciding
for Clement at Avignon. The emperor, who bore ancient
hostility to France, recognized Urban VI. At first the
Italian city-states recognized Urban; when he alienated
them, they opted for Clement.

John of Spoleto, a professor at the law school at
Bologna, eloquently summed up intellectual opinion of
the schism, or division: “The longer this schism lasts, the
more it appears to be costing, and the more harm it does;
scandal, massacres, ruination, agitations, troubles and dis-
turbances.”2® The common people, wracked by inflation,
wars, and plague, were thoroughly confused about which
pope was legitimate. The schism weakened the religious
faith of many Christians and gave rise to instability and re-
ligious excesses. It brought the church leadership into
serious disrepute. The schism also brought to the fore con-
ciliar ideas about church government.

The Conciliar Movement

Theories about the nature of the Christian church and its
government originated in the very early church, but the
years of the Great Schism witnessed their maturity. Con-
ciliarists believed that reform of the church could best be
achieved through periodic assemblies, or general councils,
representing all the Christian people. While acknowledg-
ing that the pope was head of the church, conciliarists,
such as the French theologian Pierre d’Ailly and the Ger-
man Conrad of Gelnhausen, held that the pope derived
his authority from the entire Christian community, whose
well-being he existed to promote. Conciliarists favored a
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balanced or constitutional form of church government,
with papal authority shared with a general council, in con-
trast to the monarchical one that prevailed.

A half century before the Great Schism, in 1324, Mar-
siglio of Padua, then rector of the University of Paris, had
published Defensor Pacis (The Defender of the Peace).
Marsiglio argued that the state was the great unifying
power in society and that the church was subordinate to
the state. He put forth the revolutionary ideas that the
church had no inherent jurisdiction and should own no
property. Authority in the Christian church, according to
Marsiglio, should rest in a general council, made up of
laymen as well as priests and superior to the pope. These
ideas directly contradicted the medieval notion of a soci-
ety governed by the church and the state, with the church
supreme. Defensor Pacis was condemned by the pope,
and Marsiglio was excommunicated.

Even more earthshaking than the theories of Marsiglio
of Padua were the ideas of the English scholar and the-
ologian John Wyclif (ca 1330-1384). Wyclif wrote that
papal claims of temporal power had no foundation in
the Scriptures and that the Scriptures alone should be the
standard of Christian belief and practice. He urged the
abolition of such practices as the veneration of saints, pil-
grimages, pluralism, and absenteeism. Sincere Christians,
according to Wyclif, should read the Bible for them-
selves. In response to that idea, the first English transla-
tion of the Bible was produced and circulated. Wyclif’s
views had broad social and economic significance. He
urged that the church be stripped of its property. His
idea that every Christian free of mortal sin possessed
lordship was seized on by peasants in England during a
revolt in 1381 and used to justify their goals.

In advancing these views, Wyclif struck at the roots of
medieval church structure. Consequently, he has been
hailed as the precursor of the Reformation of the
sixteenth century. Although Wyclif’s ideas were vig-
orously condemned by ecclesiastical authorities, they were
widely disseminated by humble clerics and enjoyed great
popularity in the early fifteenth century. Wyclif’s fol-
lowers were called “Lollards.” The term, which means
“mumblers of prayers and psalms,” refers to what they
criticized. Lollard teaching allowed women to preach.
Women, some well educated, played a significant role in
the movement. After Anne, sister of Wenceslaus, king of
Germany and Bohemia, married Richard IT of England,
members of her household carried Lollard books back to
Bohemia.

In response to continued calls throughout Europe fora
council, the two colleges of cardinals—one at Rome, the
other at Avignon—summoned a council at Pisa in 1409.






