The sixth volume of The New Cambridge Medieval History covers the
fourteenth century, a period dominated by plague, other natural dis-
asters and war which brought to an end three centuries of economic
growth and cultural expansion in Christian Europe, but one which also
saw important developments in government, changes of emphasis
and concern in religious and intellectual life, giving greater weight to
the voice of the laity, and new cultural and artistic patterns, not least
with the rise of vernacular literature.

The volume is divided into four sections. Part I sets the scene by dis-
cussion of general themes in the theory and practice of government,
religion, social and economic history, and culture, including discus-
sions of art, architecture and chivalry. Part IT deals with the individual
histories of the states of western Europe; part III with the Church at
the time of the Avignon papacy and the Great Schism; and part IV
with eastern and northern Europe, Byzantium and the eatly Ottomans,
giving particular attention to the social and economic relations with
westerners and those of other civilisations in the Mediterranean.
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St Louis of Toulouse crowning Robert of Anjou, by Simone Martini (. 1284—1344),
Naples, Museo nazionale di Capodimonte
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PREFACE

My first vicarious experience of the tribulations and triumphs of an editor of
a Cambridge History came as I watched my remarkable tutor, ].P. Cooper, strug-
gling for more than ten years to bring to birth his volume 7he Decline of Spain
and the Thirty Years War 1609—48/ 59 (1970), in the New Cambridge Modern History.
Perhaps I should have learnt then that collaborative ventures call for more than
usual editorial skills and patience, above all that they need much wielding of
iron fists in velvet gloves, if the project is to be kept within reasonable word
and time limits and the editor is to remain on speaking terms with contribu-
tors who first produced their chapters while cajoling those still some way
behind into making the final effort! In the circumstances although, as with
other volumes in this series, there has been slippage in the originally proposed
schedule, the time from conception to birth is only just verging on the ele-
phantine for works of this scale. It is thus with great pleasure (as well as a
strong sense of relief) that I can now say how grateful I am to all those who
have contributed. Particular thanks are due to those who replaced others, first
chosen but unable to produce their chapters. Among these we may sadly note
two fine American scholars, David Herlihy and John Boswell, both of whom
died before they could write any patt of their proposed pieces. In the case of
the former, an ideal replacement, Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, who collabo-
rated with Herlihy in the ground-breaking work, Les Toscans et lenrs familles
(1978), willingly undertook to write in his stead, whilst at an even later stage
Alan Forey kindly supplied a chapter on the kingdom of Aragon which
Boswell had originally agreed to do. Another late replacement to whom I am
immensely indebted is Stephen Rowell, who not only provides a wide-ranging
survey of Baltic history, but also made helpful suggestions with regard to other
chapters touching on the Slav world. It is important to add that Paul Freedman
was an even later recruit since the eleventh hour had already struck when he
generously agreed to write the section on rural society (for which Guy Bois had
originally contracted), without which the section on the Economy would have

Xix
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XX Preface

been sadly inadequate. It is certainly through no fault of these scholars that I
have to apologise here to those colleagues who so speedily and efficiently dis-
charged their obligations within a brief time after the launch of this volume
only to see their chapters delayed for several years; they have been given some
opportunity to revise their texts, though naturally some would now approach
the task in a different fashion if asked to do so again in the light of their own
maturer expetience and continuing advances in their respective fields. An
attempt has been made to note major additions to bibliographies compiled
some years ago, though it has seemed best to allow them mainly to represent
the work on which the individual chapters were then based.

As editor of alarge and international team I have been immensely encour-
aged over the time this volume has been in production by the friendship shown
me by busy scholars in many countries and by their unstinting co-operation as
I edited their work for the final text. Many who were simply names to me when
the project began, I now know much better and I am happy to acknowledge
my debt to them. I think it also fair to say that for many, if not all contributors,
the challenge of condensing what in most fields has become an enormous
modern literature of their respective subjects often proved more taxing than
they had first imagined. Few of the chapters that follow make any claim to be
comprehensive; all contributors have had to make invidious choices about
what to include or exclude (some of which are explained in the Introduction
below); all have accepted editorial guidance with remarkable patience even
where that may have been wrong-headed. Some have chosen to annotate their
chapters faitly extensively; others have simply provided bibliographies which
reflect their own reading and provide guidance to some of the most useful lit-
erature in their area. I hope that failure to standardise in this respect will be
accepted as a reasonable compromise since I was anxious not to cram all con-
tributors into the same procrustean mould.

Among those without whom the volume would have been very different,
mention may especially be made of Juliet Vale who has been responsible for
translating chapters 2, 4, 6, 7, 14(b), 22 and 25 from French, and 16(a) from
German, while Paula Kennedy translated 16(b) from Czech; both were metic-
ulous in their efforts to convey the sense of the original and in ensuring that
the appropriate conventions have been used for transliterating names of
people, places and offices to make the chapters accessible to an English-speak-
ing audience, performing indeed much of the work of a general editor, for
which I am very grateful. Likewise I have received valuable assistance in pro-
cessing the bibliographies from Claire Taylor. The help of the volume’s copy-
editor, Linda Randall, and its indexer, David Atkins, have been invaluable in
improving the consistency and accuracy of the text. My thanks must also go
to fellow editors of this History, especially Rosamond McKitterick, David
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Preface xxi

Abulafia and Christopher Allmand, as well as to other members of the
Editorial Board, for their help and encouragement over the last decade. For his
forbearance and unfailingly supportive advice and help through good days and
bad, a special mention must be made of William Davies of the Press, whose
‘worst-case scenario’ I hope we have just collectively avoided.

MICHAEL JONES
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Michael Jones

THIS volume replaces the seventh volume of the Cambridge Medieval History,
which was seen through the press in 1932 by C.W. Previté-Orton and Z.N.
Brooke.! That volume, subtitled Decline of the Empire and Papacy, dealt with
‘roughly speaking, the fourteenth century’, though that was interpreted gener-
ously — from 1252 in the case of Spain, and from ¢ 1270 in the accounts of
England, France and Germany, while terminal dates for some chapters ran well
into the fifteenth century. Moteover, in a significant proportion of the volume,
especially in thematic chapters devoted to the Jews, medieval estates, peasant
life, the eatly Renaissance and medieval mysticism, discussion was set in a
broader context, often covering the whole period from 1100 to 1500, With a
consequent diminution of specific information on the characteristics of the
fourteenth century itself, a period recognised by all scholars, then as now, as
amongst the most turbulent, even apocalyptic, of the entire Middle Ages or, as
one well-informed contemporary, Filippo Villani, starkly put it, ‘this shipwreck
of a century which is going from bad to worse’.?

Not that there was any lack of information in Decline of the Enmpire and Papacy
in other respects: approximately three-quarters of the volume was devoted to
traditional political history within a strong narrative framework, above all the
deeds of popes and emperors, kings and princes, patliaments and estates. Some
chapters can still be mined with profit although there are many new sources
and, in most cases, a huge modern secondary literature now available to recon-
struct the sequence of events or to reinterpret the role of individuals. It simply
is not possible, nor is it desirable, here to attempt the same kind of detailed nar-
rative for the whole of Europe provided there. In geographical spread, too,
there are differences of emphasis between that volume and the present one.

Then, whilst some notice was taken of eastern and northern Europe, with
chapters on the Hansa, the Teutonic Order, Bohemia and Russia, the vast bulk

' CMH, v, Preface. 2 Filippo Villani, De . . . Famosis Civibus, cited by McLaughlin (1988), p. 135.
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4 MICHAEL JONES

of the narrative concerned the heart of medieval Catholic Europe: Italy,
France, Germany and the British Isles, with lesser attention being given to
other regions, though it is interesting to note that the development of
Switzerland from the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries was allowed more space
than the chapter on Spain from the mid thirteenth century to 1410. In this
latter case there has been an especially large explosion of historical research
since the 1930s both within Spain itself and elsewhere, particularly amongst
Anglo-American historians. The same is true of late medieval Italy where
native historians have been joined by armies of foreign scholars ransacking the
rich archives of cities like Florence, Venice, Genoa and Siena as well as those
drawn to Rome and the papacy. Indeed it is characteristic of the period in
general that there are few fields in which research has not become more
‘archive’ orientated in recent generations, especially since improved technical
means for processing burgeoning quantities of historical data in whatever
form it is presented are now so widely available both to individual scholars and
to teams of researchers.’

Some areas least covered in Decline of the Empire and Papacy did, of course,
receive modest attention elsewhere in the original Cambridge Medieval History,
but treatment was deliberately uneven: chapters on south-eastern Europe, the
Mediterranean world and relations with Islam were largely omitted from
‘Decline’ and gathered together in a single volume devoted to the whole
history of the Byzantine empire.* If the current volume is more coherent
in chronological terms than its predecessor, keeping largely within the frame-
work ¢. 1300—¢ 1415, it is also more comprehensive in its territorial coverage
with eastern and northern Europe and the Mediterranean wotld, including
Byzantium, the Balkans and the rise of the Ottomans, receiving significant
attention (chapters 21—7). Occasionally, even wider vistas are briefly
glimpsed: the still-overshadowing influence of the Mongols on the political
development of the principalities of Rus’ is noted (23), the cultural impact of
the Golden Horde (seen emblematically in the allusion to the khanate in the
adoptive name of the lord of Padua, Cangrande della Scala, d. 1328),> Timur
the Lame’s defeat of Sultan Bayezid at Ankara in 1402, bringing the appatently
inexorable rise of the Ottomans to a juddering halt (26), and the economic
significance of markets in, and products from, the east (8, 25), not to mention
the trajectory of the Black Death, reveal different aspects of the distant yet pal-
pable impact of Asia on fourteenth-century Europe.’ Whilst within

*> Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978) for a pioneering example of this trend.

* Soon recognised as inadequate, the original volume was subsequently revised and expanded by
Hussey (1966—7). > Below P- 464.

¢ Abu-Lughod (1989) places late medieval European economic performance in a sobering world-wide
perspective.
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Christendom, the century saw a much closer symbiosis of the Mediterranean,
North Sea and Baltic worlds, developments graphically displayed, for instance,
in the expanding geographical knowledge revealed by makers of successive
portolans, marine charts, as Italian and Iberian mariners established regular
contact with the Atlantic seaboard and northern Europe from around 1300
(cf. 8).

However, this addition to territorial coverage has inevitably to be made at
the cost of sacrificing some of that depth of treatment accorded to individual
countries in 1932. For example, Italy and Germany then claimed just under 10
per cent and France just over 1o per cent of the available space, while Britain
had almost 20 per cent, Wyclif and the Lollards alone getting more than that
devoted separately to Wales, Ireland and Scotland. In the present volume only
the British Isles gets over 10 per cent, and no other region claims more than 5
or 6 per cent.

Another obvious difference between Previté-Orton and Brooke’s volume
and this one (and others in the new series) is that the proportion of narrative
history to analytical and thematic chapters is now more equitable, resulting in
a third of the volume being devoted to ‘General themes’ (2—12); though it is
fair to point out that the focus of many of these chapters is firmly centred on
the heartlands of the medieval west, above all those regions that looked to
Rome (or Avignon) for spiritual leadership. Thus in place of Mcllwain’s
famous survey of ‘Medieval estates’, representative institutions are here largely
subsumed within a more general discussion of the “Theory and practice of
government in western Europe’, or make their appearance as appropriate in
chapters devoted to individual states, notably those on England, Scotland, the
Low Countries and Spain (13(a,b,d), 17, 18).® The problem in this respect is,
as in so many others, as Albert Rigaudiere shrewdly notes, “‘Western Europe in
the fourteenth century was as diverse as the states of which it was composed’,’
a remark that is also equally applicable to social conditions as well as political
structures in eastern and northern Europe as chapters 21—3 demonstrate.

While there are contemporary historians drawn to the exciting grand pano-
ramic sweep — the recent appearance of two highly successful one-volume
surveys of European history in its entirety shows what can be done when an
extraordinary capacity to digest and synthesise is combined with a high degree
of intellectual rigour, vision and organising skill'’ — the nature of the exercise
here is different, the scale and ambitions more modest. There are, of course,
thought-provoking general patterns to be drawn out as the thematic chapters

7 Mollat and La Ronciére (1984).
8 See also Blockmans in NCMH, v, pp. 29-64 for ‘Representation’. ? Below, p. 17.
10 Roberts (1996); Davies (1996).
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illustrate but the particular continues to excite. Many chapters thus essay a
lighter touch, one which is not so relentlessly factual but rather impressionistic
and interpretive, though one which at the same time aims to set out any current
historiographical disagreement in a balanced way.

Political affairs inevitably continue to bulk large, though it is hoped that in
most chapters where they predominate, there is also recognition of wider social
and cultural issues. For instance, the growth of bureaucratic institutions and
routine administrative procedures in many more advanced polities had implica-
tions not only for the development of government, but for changing relation-
ships between rulers, their servants and their other subjects, as well as for
education, the spread and character of literacy, and so on (cf. 2—4, 12, 14(a),(b),
etc.). Naturally, attention is paid to the ideology and symbolism of kingship or
to that of republicanism in particular political contexts, alongside the claims of
the universalist powers of empire and papacy. These latter especially affected
the history of those geographically imprecise and fragmented regions,
Germany and Italy, and gave rise to some of the most remarkable political trea-
tises of the period on the nature of royal and ecclesiastical power like Marsilius
of Padua’s Defensor Pacis, so especially subversive of traditional papal views.!!

Economic and social history was not absent from the Decline of the Empire
and Papacy, but it is a reflection of the greater importance accorded to them in
modern studies, that two of the longest sections here are devoted to ‘Plague
and family life’ (7) and “Trade’ (8). But there are few nominally ‘political’ chap-
ters where social and economic matters are completely ignored. The fact that
many historians, even political ones, see the century as one of two halves (to
borrow a cliché usually associated with a popular sport), hinging on the Black
Death, inevitably reflects their taking into account (whether to confirm or to
deny its importance for their own special concerns) of that quite unprecedent-
edly dramatic event, with all its multifarious resonances on which a huge liter-
ature has developed. More generally, in comparison with the thirteenth
century, the fourteenth witnesses an age of expansion and consolidation being
succeeded by one of contraction and upheaval as we shall see in more detail
below.

Major institutional developments in the world of learning are reflected
generally in chapter 4 on “The universities’, and in other chapters on particular
regions (cf. 16(b), 21, 22) where the growth in numbers and changing
characteristics of centres of higher learning, as well as of schools, is traced.
The novel part of secular authorities in encouraging these developments is
made very evident in many instances, while the interplay between academic,

theological and philosophical speculation, and the religious thinking and

T Below pp. 20 and 541.
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spiritual practices of other ranks in society receives treatment particulatly in
chapter 3, but is also touched upon at many other points (cf. 16(b), 23, 24).
The relations of Christians with those of other faiths or beliefs is clearly
important in discussing many regions — most obviously, perhaps, Iberia, the
Balkans, central and northern Europe. The breakdown of convivencia in Castile
(18(b)), growing brutality towards the Jews (cf. 18(a)), only occasionally offset
by signs of Christian and Jewish co-operation, as in trading partnerships in the
eastern Mediterranean (25), and the survival or recrudescence of slavery (8,
18(a), 21, 26) shows an increasingly intolerant side of Christendom in this
period. The Ottomans, on the other hand, appear to have displayed a greater
sympathy towards (or acceptance and tolerance of) religious or racial
differences in their rise to power than has been traditionally recognised (26).
The themes of growing ‘nationalist’ or ‘ethnic’ feelings and their character-
istics (perhaps most famously and concretely expressed in the Declaration of
Arbroath, 1320 (13(d)), are taken up at other points too (cf. 13(c,e), 15(a),
16(b), 22) in a century which sees major advances in both the institutions and
ideology of states as lay powers grew in confidence and shook off ecclesiasti-
cal restraint.

In chapters 19 and 20, developments affecting the western Church hierarchy
and the relations of Church and state are especially addressed from the point
of view of the papacy and the cardinals, though ecclesiastical affairs in partic-
ular states is also a theme propetly considered elsewhere, with regard to the
Statutes of Provisors or Praemunire or the Lollards in England (2, 13(a—b)),
the background to Hus and his followers in Bohemia and the empire (16(b),
22), or in the relationship of the Roman and Orthodox Churches in eastern
Europe (23, 24), for example. As is well known, the century also saw the official
eradication of paganism from European soil, with the agreement of Jogaila
(Jagellon), grand duke of Lithuania, to convert to Roman Catholicism in 1386
and to marry Jadwiga (Hedwig) ‘king’ of Poland, the culmination of an
extended political evolution that brought a society still very primitive by
western standards at the beginning of the century (the parallel with
Merovingian Gaul is drawn) into full communion with Christendom (21).

In contrast to practice in the old Cambridge Medieval History, inclusion here
of photographic plates allows illustration of some key examples in the chap-
ters devoted to art and architecture (1o, 11), where a major theme is the evolu-
tion of wvarious expressions of the predominating Gothic style, an
‘international language of extraordinary formal diversity’.!? At the same time
the century sees some breakdown or diminution of the hegemony which
French cultural traditions and values had exercised in this field as in so many

12 Below p. 234 and cf. p. 222.
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others in the previous two centuries. These changes in art and architecture can
be well demonstrated, convincingly perhaps for the first time, from non-eccle-
siastical evidence, especially from study of secular court art as well as that
patronised by leading urban communities. Considerable attention is paid to
this material evidence of princely and oligarchic patronage — manuscripts,
paintings, tapestries, jewelry, buildings —not only in these chapters but at other
points — notably with reference to Emperor Charles IV’s Prague, Edward I1I’s
Windsor (‘the Versailles of its age’), Chatles V of France’s Paris, Robert of
Anjou’s Naples. But similar ideas and fashions pervade the Baltic north and
stretch even to the urban republic of Novgorod; nor are the ‘Maecenas’ atti-
tudes of popes like Clement VI and his immediate successors in transforming
the townscape of Avignon overlooked (19). Less frequently recognised,
perhaps, is a remarkable ‘renaissance’ in Byzantine culture in the first half of
the century which also depended heavily on secular, notably imperial, patron-
age (24).

With regard to life in towns, the century, so often portrayed in cataclysmic
fashion, saw an increasingly rational approach to the problems of urban living
by many authorities with more evidence of town planning, building regula-
tions, a concern with hygiene, water supplies and the health of townsmen
becoming (pethaps not surprisingly in an era dominated by plague) an impot-
tant concern of many town councils, and not just those in Italy. Defence was
likewise a major priority for most towns and cities, a source of expenditure cer-
tainly but also one that stimulated the growth of municipal institutions and
brought associated social change."” Elsewhere among urban communities,
besides describing growing secularism and sophistication in government, par-
ticular attention is given to the ideology of Florence, a major industrial as well
as cultural centre, where traditional communal values were significantly
reshaped towards the end of the century by a new appreciation amongst the
cultivated elite of classical concepts of republican liberty, an essential stage in
the emergence of ‘Renaissance’ ideas and ideals (15(b)).

If emphasis in chapter 12 on burgeoning Italian, French and English litera-
ture, one sign of the Renaissance to come, is on some of the key figures —
Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Machaut, Deschamps, Chaucer — in the rise of
vernacular writing in Europe (one of the very distinctive cultural achievements
of the century), and on contemporary debate over concepts concerning
‘authors’ or ‘poets’, the work of other writers (academic, polemical, imagina-
tive, historical, didactic, descriptive), including that of the first humanists, is
drawn upon at many other points. While the wider political, social and literary
significance of vernacular languages to individual ‘states’ or “polities’ is a theme

13 Below pp. 11718 (6), and cf. Contamine (1978); Rigaudiére (1993), pp. 417—97.
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which recurs in several chapters not only in those relating to the ‘heartlands’
of western Europe but also to areas well beyond: for instance, in Bohemia
(16(b), 22), in the Baltic (21), as well as in the Slav, Orthodox and Byzantine
worlds (23, 24). For private individuals too, as Caroline Barron remarks, by the
end of the century the vernacular, allied to the spread of literacy, also some-
times allows us to hear ordinary people’s voices, including those of women

(13(b)).

All contributors have been under tight constraints with regard to space;
difficult compromises have had to be made over content. Some ovetlap
between individual chapters is inevitable when the same theme or political cit-
cumstances have to be sketched from different angles, though every effort has
been made to keep repetition to a minimum. In practice, it was pleasing to
note how modest such duplication was in the original draft chapters received
by the editor, thanks to the co-operation of colleagues and the exchange of
ideas and plans before chapters were written. Where overlap has been allowed
to remain, this is normally because it is felt that the differing perspectives
of the respective authors complement each other. Overall, the general aim
has been to summarise the best of recent research and critical thinking rather
than to provide a comprehensive account of the ever-increasing secondary
literature.

A principal consequence of this has been, as already noted, to emphasise the
diversity and particularity of expetience across BEurope. Another, incidental,
one is to make a general editor cautious about making sweeping or lofty state-
ments that have general applicability, because ( pace the Introduction to Decline
of the Empire and Papacy) it is very evident how such views so easily date and
reflect our blind spots and misconceptions in understanding the past. Such
caution is further encouraged since we are dealing with a century which in
some respects has no obvious parallel in recorded European history. This is
perhaps clearest in demographic terms.

The loss within three or four years, from 1347 to 1351, of at least a third of
the population (and in some regions the figure is much higher), followed by a
period of a hundred yeats or more in which the total continued to fall in most
parts of Europe by another third, resulted in an unprecedented regression of
human population, by as much as two-thirds or even more, in most econom-
ically developed regions. Where there had been three people in 1300, by 1450
there was usually only one, though as Christiane Klapisch-Zuber points out,
the late fourteenth century did witness a marked recovery from the mid-
century trough (7); it was the return of plague and war in the eatly fifteenth
century that once more reversed this upward trend, intensifying and pro-
longing the late medieval demographic crisis, ensuring its unique and enduring
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character.!* Many of these facts were known (or at least suspected) in 1932,
even if Previté-Orton and other contributors were not sure what kind of
weighting to give to the impact of the Black Death in other spheres, a situa-
tion that in some respects, though for very different reasons, still obtains today
despite our immensely more detailed knowledge of demographic patterns, the
range of diseases and rates of fertility, nuptiality and mortality prevalent in the
late Middle Ages (cf. 7 especially). There is certainly no lack of information
now available on these matters for most regions (only a few authors are unable
to advance broad estimates because of a dearth of appropriate evidence),'®
much debated and uneven though many statistical findings remain. Without
quite becoming a leitmotif, it is nevertheless true that few authors in this
volume ignore the practical or psychological implications of the Black Death
and its recurrences, whether dealing with political, social, economic or financial
matters, or even considering cultural ones. The contrast may be crudely high-
lighted simply by comparing the handful of references for ‘Black Death’ and
‘Plague’ in the index of Decline of the Empire and Papacy with the substantial
comparable entries for them in this volume.

It is easy to see how other significant omissions or emphases in the 1932
volume reflect the expectations and concerns of that generation and how fash-
ions in historical research have changed in the interim: the relatively modest
contribution of economic and social history and of cultural and intellectual
matters, which perhaps made up at most 10 per cent of that eatlier book,
underlines how diplomacy, warfare, constitutional developments and changes
in state administration and institutions were the predominant, even obligatory,
themes. In turn, they were set within an already old-fashioned and procrustean
framework of assumptions —an all-embracing but ill-defined ‘feudal mould’ —
which despite the evidence of change and development still appeared to the
principal editor to leave things at the end of the century very much where they
were at the start. His overall assessment was deeply pessimistic: it is perhaps
no coincidence that Huizinga’s influential Waning of the Middle Ages had
appeared in English translation in 1924.' Thus in the fourteenth century, there
was allegedly ‘a decadence, not so much retrogression, but that ossifying of
regnant ideas which are slowly losing their vitality’, a characterisation which
finds some echoes, though with very different nuances, in Sir Richard
Southern’s recent magisterial desctiption of the transformation of scholastic
humanism by 1320.!7 As is pointed out below, it is not so much a case of the
‘decline of scholasticism’ in a time of vigorous intellectual debate but rather a

!4 Below pp. 133 and 135; Jones (1994) for a brief summary of work on the recovery in France in the
latter part of the fourteenth century.

15 Below p. 821 for cautious comment on the effects of the Black Death in Byzantium and p. 750 for a
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shift of interest to questions of morality and the role of the individual that
characterises much academic discussion at this point.'® More generally in relig-
ion, fourteenth-century monasticism was dismissed in 1932 as ‘static’ and the
friars as in decline; the ideals of crusading were deemed ‘obsolescent’, the mil-
itary orders negligent, too wrapped up in mundane matters, and the only area
of spirituality which showed originality and promise for the future was mysti-
cism, ‘the immediate search of the individual soul for God’."?

There is, of course, more than a grain of truth in such views, but as chap-
ters 3 and 4 particularly show, a more positive assessment can be made of the
processes and nature of change which affect all human institutions and organ-
isations with the passage of time. There were many new beginnings as well as
the decay of the old in the fourteenth century. We are now much better
informed on the thought patterns, behaviour and practice of people in this
period at all levels of society and these reveal rich and rewarding seams of
human activity, experience and achievement that were significant in their own
day and have a lasting importance for all those interested in the European past.
To cite a couple of examples only, Jeremy Catto highlights aspects of improv-
ing pastoral care in this period, while the encouragement of personal paths to
salvation through the use of a growing and original body of contemplative lit-
erature is one of the most original religious achievements of the century (3).

The same is true in secular affairs. If chivalry ‘had become conventional and
showy, a “gilded pale” to keep the vulgar out which too frequently hedged
round the vulgar within’ and the ‘feudal age moves slowly towatds its setting’,’
as chapters 9 and 1o demonstrate, there was also a creative, adaptable side to
chivalry that had implications for developments elsewhere than simply in the
circles of court or castle. More general discussion of the ‘art of war’ in the later
Middle Ages has been assigned to volume VII of this seties,? but attention can
be drawn here to the significance of links between the theory and laws of war
and the practice of chivalry, not merely with regard to their application in the
great conflicts of the age, notably the Hundred Years War with all its many
ramifications, but to the role of war in general as a stimulant to change in many
fields during the century.

This is seen most obviously in the institutional, administrative and financial
developments prompted by war (for instance, the establishment in advanced
polities of innovative and regular taxation especially, with all the social conse-
quences that flowed from that during this period). But there was also some
limited technological progress. For example, there was the spread of gunpow-
der artillery, slowly from the 1320s, more rapidly after 1370 and, by 1400,

18 Below pp. 43—4 and 55. Y CMH, v, p. xx. 2 Tbid., p. xvii.
2 Allmand in NCMH, vi1, pp. 161-74.
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modest architectural adaptations to meet the new threats posed by cannon, as
well as the evolution of new tactics on the battlefield itself, thanks above all to
the massed use of the long bow.** Everywhere the costs of war were escalat-
ing, losses of men and matérie/ could be severe, even before manpower was
reduced from the mid century by plague, an exception apparently being the
battle of Tannenberg between the Teutonic Order and the Polno-Lithuanian
state in 1410 when massive forces were involved.? If recruitment of troops by
traditional feudal means was not completely superseded by new methods in
even the most advanced states during this period, nevertheless in this respect
also the practice of warfare was rapidly evolving. The omnipresence of war in
the fourteenth century is one of the darkest but most evident hallmarks of this
volume whether it is great international conflicts, civil wars or crusades against
the Moors in Spain, Ottomans in the Balkans or pagans in the Baltic, where the
events of 1386 did not automatically nor suddenly bring the activities of the
Teutonic knights and their western confréres to an end. At the same time,
modern historians of the later crusades now assess in a more positive and sym-
pathetic fashion crusading efforts and achievements during this period as chap-
ters 9, 19 and 27 especially show:.

In political affairs, there were similar forlorn and negative judgements of the
fourteenth century in 1932: ‘the novel ferment in these creations [i.e. eatly
bureaucratic and administrative developments, especially geared to furnishing
war needs] strained, but did not break the feudal mould. . .. The century ends
with Church and Feudalism and the accepted philosophy of life standing
where they did’ (pp. vii—viii), ‘the fourteenth century [was] only the commence-
ment of a transitional age’ (p. xx). Despite the ‘striving and stirring’ of the
century, especially in the great revolts and rebellions of maritime Flanders
(1323-8), the Jacquerie in France (1358), Ciompi in Florence (1378) and
Peasants in England (1381), ‘the tide rose . . . against feudalised chivalric
monarchy and its hide-bound bureaucratic instruments’ only to be ‘repelled’
(p- xi). Though thetre was some acknowledgement that the Hundred Years Wat
and Black Death ‘hastened incipient decay and stimulated natural growth’ and
some ‘harbingers appear of the Renaissance and even very dimly of modern
times’, the general mood was bleak indeed.

Many of these judgements are reformulated in what follows. The passage
from ‘feudal’ forms of government to those of ‘modern times’, even if only
‘dimly’ perceived in Previté-Orton’s account, finds confirmation in the consid-
erable attention that has recently been paid to the critical period ¢. 1280—1360 in
the search for the origins of the ‘eatly modern state’ in modern histotiography.®*

22 Contamine (1984); Allmand (1988); Prestwich (1996). 2 Below p. 755.
2 Genet (1990); Blockmans and Genet (1993).
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If England and France were once seen as ‘the most advanced of feudal
monarchies’ in this period, the perspective has largely shifted to analyse the way
in which notions of sovereignty, based on a renewed study of Roman law in
France and Naples in particular, changed the nature of royal power from the late
thirteenth century and provided kings, princes and their advisers, at least in
western Europe, with powerful new conceptual tools to enforce their authot-
ity.> Rather than simply seeing the fourteenth century as the tail-end of an earlier
‘feudal’ age, it is now usually and surely more correctly envisaged as a formative
stage in a longer continuum in the advance of governmental practice extending
into the early modern period. In turn, these developments, especially by pro-
moting social change through allowing the emergence of professional elites,
lawyers, financial advisers, bureaucrats and so on, who made themselves indis-
pensable to their rulers by staffing the essential institutions of state (courts, par/e-
ments, exchequers, chambres des comptes, secretarial and conciliar positions) and
obtained a secure social place for themselves, gave form to a period which cer-
tainly lasted in many parts of the continent well into the seventeenth century, if
not to the end of the ancien régime itself.®

At the same time, the remarkable ability of the old ‘feudal’ nobility to adapt
to changing circumstances is another characteristic which has been much
studied recently (cf. 9, 14(b), 22); like chivalry, ‘feudalism’ took a long time to
die and, if anything, this period sees the nobility in many parts of the conti-
nent reinforcing their social and political superiority despite occasional set-
backs or crises in their political or economic fortunes; certainly the ideals of
‘nobility’ exercised a continuing fascination as ‘a focus for social aspiration’ for
other groups in society.?” Or take the shifting social relationships of towns-
men, movements once summed up in blanket-descriptions of the ‘rise of the
bourgeoisie’ or ‘the growth of democracy’. Here too closer analysis has
revealed the many cross-currents and clashing interests that complicated urban
politics, fragmenting as well as uniting families, crafts, guilds and other corpo-
rate bodies in every town and city, creating patterns which cannot easily be
resumed in simple catchphrases. Among the ‘rising bourgeoisie’, for instance,
there were winners and losers: in some towns oligarchic rule was strengthened,
in others there was a widening of the franchise, whilst the experience of town
life in northern Italy or Flanders, the Rhineland or southern Germany, the
regions most heavily urbanised, contrasted sharply both with each other as well
as with municipal structures and society elsewhere, in Iberia under Christian
or Moorish rule, in the Balkans under the Ottomans, or in northern and

% Below pp. 25—9; Ullmann (1949); for recent consideration of these developments see Coulet and

Genet (1990).  2° See Jones in Bulst, Descimon and Guerreau (1996).

27 Below, especially pp. 218-21, 431—5, and cf. Contamine in NCMH, v11, pp. 89—105.
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eastern Europe where in some parts likewise ‘otiental’ patterns of utban
structure existed.?®

Itis sobering for western European historians of this period to be reminded
of the scale of Byzantine wealth, at least at the beginning of the century when
Constantinople and Thessaloniki both had populations of ¢ 100,000 and
when, in 1321, Emperor Andronikos II could collect 1,000,000 gold coins in
tax (a sum representing only a seventh of what Michael VIII had been able to
collect a few decades beforel) (24). Peter Spufford similarly and arrestingly con-
trasts the relative scales of wealth and commercial dynamism of the regions
dominated by the towns of northern Italy with those of the Hanseatic north,
which he calculates as being at the very least five or six times greater in favour
of the Mediterranean world in this period.” It is partly for this reason that
special attention has been directed to the economic relations of Italian powers
(notably Genoa and Venice) with Byzantium, which from the mid century wit-
nessed the spectacular political collapse of the latter (24, 25). For in
Mediterranean urban studies as in so many other areas there has been a
plethora of detailed accounts of individual cities revealing differences that are
both structural and temporal, reflecting different stages of economic and
social development, as well as the haphazard incidence of such contingent
factors as war, plague, famine and other natural or man-made disasters in a
period of rapid economic change.® Thus recent pessimistic views of deterio-
rating urban conditions in the post-Black Death west through much of the
remaining Middle Ages may be contrasted with the more up-beat conclusions
of some contributors here dealing with central, eastern and northern
European towns after the mid-century crisis (16(b), 21—3).

As for another contemporary historiographic concern, the part played by
women in medieval society, it is a crude measure that of nearly five hundred
chapter subtitles, which acted as a rough index to the themes treated in Decline
of the Empire and Papacy, less than ten specifically mention women in general or
a particular woman, and of those, four appear in the chapter on medieval mys-
ticism: Hildegard of Bingen, Julian of Norwich and Saints Catherine of Siena
and Genoa. Such key figures (Hildegard apart) naturally find their place at
appropriate points in the chapters which follow, while the role of women
generally in fourteenth-century society is extensively discussed in the section
on ‘Plague and family life’ (7), though they find a minor but integral place at
other points; for example, their position in Byzantine society is surveyed.’! Of
those who made a significant political mark, like the queen-mother Maria de
Molina (d. 1321) in Castile (18(b)), or the much-married Queen Joanna of

2 Below pp. 118—23, 565—7,778—82; Nicholas (1997) provides a good survey of late medieval town life.
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» Below pp. 205—6 and 8o2. See also Nicholas (1997).  *! Below pp. 807, 809—10.
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Naples (d. 1382) (15(c)), and Margaret lord of Sweden’ (21), even Princess
Joan of Kent (13(b)), not to mention Jadwiga (Hedwig) ‘king of Poland’ (21,
22), all warrant serious discussion. The prominent part played by royal mis-
tresses and favourites in the political intrigues that especially wracked the
Iberian peninsula is a characteristic of the age made abundantly clear (18(b)),
though their influence elsewhere cannot be ignored as the example of Edward
I1I and Alice Perrers shows (13(a)). It is a reminder that, at least for ‘high pol-
itics’, individual personality and temperament is a critical factor in this period
which it would be wrong to underestimate in explaining the course of events,
the success or failure of rulers, dynasties or governments, however much we
should also take impersonal economic or social forces into consideration.*
The promotion of dynastic interests by exploiting the family’s own members,
Hausmacht, as Sandy Grant reminds us in the case of late fourteenth-century
Scotland, was not simply limited to the medieval empire but is characteristic of
most ruling families in this century (13(d)).

Discussion of other groups who, along with women, were often largely
ovetlooked by eatlier histotiography but who are now part of mainstream
research — Jews, heretics, criminals, the poor (though regretfully not here the
insane, apart from the occasional unbalanced ruler like William V of Holland
(x7) or Chatles VI of France (14(b)) —is also mainly integrated into the chap-
ters dealing with individual states rather than given thematic treatment. The
existence of slavery in many parts of fourteenth-century Europe has already
been mentioned: it is found in the Mediterranean, in some Baltic states and also
in parts of central Europe but not apparently in Novgorod.” And, of course,
the peasantry (already accorded a special place in 1932), who still comprised in
most parts of the continent go per cent or more of the total population, are to
be found not only in the specific discussion of western rural society (5) or their
role in Byzantium (24), but elsewhere. Here again the diversity of legal status,
customary laws, inheritance practices, economic fortunes or political
significance defies easy generalisation apart from a cautious comment on the
improvement in the living standards and conditions of many western peasants
in the post-Black Death period, and ominous signs of the declining liberties
and fortunes of their equivalents in northern and eastern Europe, where
serfdom was to become oppressive in later centuries.

Naturally the current volume reflects, then, as did the Decline of the Empire
and Papacy, some contemporary historical fashions and prejudices, some arbi-
trary choices and preferences on the part of the editor and editorial board. In
summary, although there is still much political narrative, which forms the core

32 See below pp. 316—25, 331—3 and 4236 for the cases of Richard II of England and Charles V of
France. % Below p. 781.
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of most chapters in parts 11-1v, these are preceded by a long analytical section,
part 1, ‘General themes’, in which an attempt is made to survey some of the
main governmental, religious, intellectual, economic, social, cultural and artis-
tic patterns that are characteristic of the century. Music, that most difficult of
the arts to recreate from historical evidence, amongst cultural achievements,
gets short shrift though its echoes are occasionally heard.** I am conscious that
there are other gaps, some of which might have been plugged by better plan-
ning: Scandinavia, among regions, perhaps fares less well than it deserves,
Switzerland certainly does not get the attention it received in 1932, Serbia
receives only passing mention, Bosnia, too, gets little; omissions which sad
events, in part the still-enduring legacy of the fourteenth-century advance into
the Balkans by the Ottomans, since the conception of the volume in 1987
make all the more poignant. The concept of Europe itself could have received
more discussion.” Among outstanding figures, too, more attention might have
been paid to individual thinkers, writers or artists, but the time has come to
launch the volume, so that readers may finally judge whether it accords with
Villani’s view of the century or avoids going from ‘bad to worse’.

3 Below p. 733 for the gift of a clavicord and portative organ from the grand master of the Teutonic
Order to Grand Duchess Anna and for flautists in the service of Vytautas, Grand Duke of Lithuania
in 1398—9. Curtis in NCMH, v1, pp. 319—33, discusses late medieval music at more length.

% See Moore (1996).
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CHAPTER 2

THE THEORY AND PRACTICE OF
GOVERNMENT IN WESTERN EUROPE
IN THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

Albert Rigandzere

WESTERN Burope in the fourteenth century was as diverse as the states of
which it was composed. It followed the rhythm of a history dictated by its capri-
cious geography, imposed by frequently divergent traditions and which men,
whose reflexes gradually freed themselves from feudal constraints, wrote down.
But beyond this diversity, in the fourteenth century there was also unity; the
medieval west was deeply rooted in a common religion and a common culture.
Christendom and Latinity made a unified zone, even if papacy and empire still
disputed a supremacy which the slow but sure assertion of states shattered into
pieces. They all shared the same adventure, all reacting as Christian princes in
the construction of their political systems. In this century, when feudalism died,
absolute monarchy everywhere took its first steps. But still very cautiously, pro-
pagandists, philosophers and jurists occupying a position of prime importance
in the life of these young states, as if to devise their architecture and focus their
birth. They thought out, each in their own way, a theory of politics (see section
1, below) which princes, councillors and administrators slowly assimilated to
construct a true art of government (section 2, below).

I A THEORY OF POLITICS

In the fourteenth century, the desire to establish the study of politics as a
branch of knowledge (science) was not new. For a long time already, all the
distant heirs of Aristotle had set out on this path. The lawyers themselves had
not remained outside this movement, such as the author of the Swwma
Coloniensis (1169), who even saw in the slow birth of a sciencia de regimine civitatis,
castri et villae sen regni et orbis (science of the government of the state, castle and
village or of the kingdom and the world), an effective means of resolving the
political problems of his day. Two centuries later, Nicolas d’Oresme presented
political science as a discipline that was both noble and autonomous. Should it

17
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not be considered among ‘all the fashionable branches of knowledge’, ‘as the
very principal, the most worthy and the most profitable’» And for that reason
why not treat it as an ‘architectonic’ science, that is ‘queen over all’? But, in his
eyes, lawyers could no longer have sole control of it, as the harsh name of
‘political idiots’ which Giles of Rome had reserved for them around 1300
already testified.

This is what attests to the profound evolution which the fourteenth century
experienced in the domain of political theory and the science of government.
Without neglecting the contribution of civil law which they assimilated pet-
fectly, philosophers, theologians and propagandists, by extending the often
narrow field, saw to it that their reflections resulted in a true political construct
(1.1, below). Centred on the imperial dominium mundi (world supremacy) whose
ascendancy constantly decreased to promote the assertion of the young states
(1.2), from the study of princely power it resulted in the theory of ministerium

regale (1.3).

1.1 From learned law to political science

Whether it was rejected or adapted, learned law dominated the whole of polit-
ical thought in the fourteenth century. Even though it had never provided an
exposition in the form of a complete political construct, it had always provided
a means of access to political reflection and constituted the structural axis
around which the statist society of the fourteenth century was built.

At no point was it possible to disregard the models transmitted by the
Roman law of the glossators which, having crossed the Alps at the end of the
twelfth century, dominated all the thought of the great continental jurists in
the following century. It was pattly through them that Henry Bracton (d. «
1268) built his vision of common law and that, in France, in the schools of
Toulouse, Montpellier and Otrléans, the bases of an entire political system,
shaped by Roman law slowly took root. That Jean de Blanot wrote on the
powers of the empire in the middle of the thirteenth century, or, later, Jacques
de Révigny (d. 1296), Pierre de Belleperche (d. 1308) and Pierre Jacobi (d. 1350)
endeavoured to revive an entire political system by means of Roman law, was
not the result of chance. Bearers of an inheritance bequeathed by an empire
which had far exceeded in size the Europe of their own day, they attempted to
decode all its messages in order to reconstruct, around the Roman model,
renascent states. This was why all these jurists were led, in their commentaries
or in the consultations that they gave, to devise solutions that were always
capable of resolving the problems of their time.

It was above all with the school of the Postglossators that Roman law, once
more rediscovered and the subject of commentaries, asserted its authority
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throughout the west in the first half of the fourteenth century, if not as a
directly usable system, at least as a model bearing a new dynamic calculated to
stimulate the political imagination. Leader of the new school, Bartolus
(1314—57) dominated it with his innovatory genius. More concerned with prac-
tice than his predecessors, he always focused his political reflections on key
themes. Having a presentiment of the ruin of the medieval order, he con-
stantly wrote about the relationships between empire (imperium) and priest-
hood (sacerdotinm), examined the subtle relations which were establishing
themselves beneath his very eyes, between the monarch and the law (%9),
denounced tyranny, unjust war and the violation of law (droz7). For him, and for
all those who followed the path he marked out, in particular Baldus
(1327—1400), law (droif) constituted the cardinal axis of political reflection.
Wisdom (sapientia), appropriate for encouraging an understanding of the
divine, was also, simultaneously, both a branch of knowledge (sciencia) which
should make it possible to master the complexity of political mechanisms and
an art (ars), intimate knowledge of which could only foster a better practice of
authority.

It was not only to Roman law that he attributed all these virtues. Bartolus
adopted a similarly favourable attitude towards canon law in assigning it a task
of the first importance in the political society of his time. At a point when
princes everywhere were endeavouring to withdraw the Church’s right to all
temporal influence in order to promote the birth of the state, Bartolus exer-
cised his wits to underline the part which had devolved to it in the ordinary
course of things in the construction of new state entities, even going so far as
to assert that, in many cases, jura canonica prevalent legibus (canon laws prevail over
other laws). This was nothing more than a highly normal vision of things to
the extent that civil society and ecclesiastical society still constituted in the
fourteenth century two parallel structures built on common bases. Whether
they were Italian such as Giovanni Andrea (d. 1348), in whom his contempo-
raries saw the ‘source and trumpet of canon law’, and Panormitanus (d. 1453,
called Zucerna juris or the light of law), or French, such as Jean le Moine (d. 1313),
and Pierre Bertrand (d. 1349), the great canon lawyers of the fourteenth
century, inheritors of their predecessors, made an incomparable contribution
through their glosses to the political theories of their time. Although, just like
the Roman lawyers, they never had a total vision of the statist society, the solu-
tions which they suggested, based on the problems which they treated for the
Church, were of the first importance for the development of the civil society
of their period. Their conception of the organisation of ecclesiastical society
through the slow maturation of rules, such as the saznior et major pars (the wiser
and greater part) or the guod ommnes tangit ab omnibus approbari debet (what con-
cerns all ought to be approved by all), was valuable as a model for the secular
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states which could benefit from them to resolve the problems posed them by
the positioning of new political mechanisms. There was wholesale transfer of
structures and effective juridical skills from the Church — a highly organised
society — to the state whose structures were still feeling their way.

Thus for much of the fourteenth century, jurists, whether Roman or canon
lawyers, made a substantial contribution, by means of their thought to the
enrichment of both political theory and government practice. But they wete
not the only ones. Often judged too rigid and unadaptable, their contribution
long threatened by that of theology, philosophy and rhetoric, was also threat-
ened by that of a political science whose dynamism was ceaselessly asserted
each time there was any discourse on power. In his De Monarchia, Dante
(1265—1321) already asked three fundamental questions. Was the empire, that
‘unique principality’, useful to the well-being of the world? Were the Roman
people right to assume the function of the monarchy? And, finally, did the
authority which that monarchy exercised come directly from God, or from
some other minister and vicar of God? To the two first questions, the author
of the Divine Comedy replied in the affirmative, before laying down as a funda-
mental principle that temporal and political authority, completely independent
of the vicar of God could only be subordinate to God himself. Thus, kings
and emperor were released from all allegiance to the pope. Envisaging the doc-
trine of the divine right of princes, Dante, a political exile and refugee in north-
ern Italy, turned to the emperor to ask him to free from papal ascendancy an
‘Italy enslaved and the home of grief’.

A further step along this path was taken by Marsilius of Padua
(1275/80-1343). The product of artiens and physiciens, the enfants terribles of the
university and confirmed opponents of tradition, he carried with him the entire
inheritance of the turbulent politics of the Italian cities. Rector of the university
of Paris, close to the political ventures of the Ghibellines, then the valued coun-
cillor of Lewis of Bavaria whose vicar imperial he became, he preferred
Aristotle to Thomist theology and Roman law. This was why his Defensor Pacis
(1324) was deeply opposed to the political order born of Christianity under the
control of the papacy. The sworn enemy of sacerdotal hegemony, he denied the
Church all power to transfer it to the state, thus empowered to supply its
members’ spiritual needs. And in the state it was to the people that the main
part of power returned, in particular that of legislating in the general assembly
of citizens. This was to construct a completely new system of powers from
which the religious sphere was excluded to promote an absolutism of the state
which, just as radically conceived, could only end in a totalitarian system.

Espousing these theses, but in a more moderate form, William of Ockham
(1270-1347), product of the faculty of theology, represented the tradition,
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more than a century old, of the Franciscan Order. With a smattering of
philosophy, this Oxford graduate also proved himself a resolute opponent of
sacerdotalism, while maintaining papal power in all its integrity. From it, the
imperial dignity stemmed directly. It was held immediate a solo Deo (directly from
God alone) and it was through the agency of the emperor, from the moment
when he was elected by the majority of the prince-electors, that God governed
the wotld. This was to acknowledge in the emperor a true domininm mundi
(world-wide authority) for which the young states wete to challenge him for a
long while to come.

1.2 From the dominium mundi 7o #he assertion of the states

With the collapse of the empire after the death of Frederick II, then the Great
Interregnum (1250—73), the thirteenth century marked the end of the imperial
domininm mundi. Everywhere, civil and canon lawyers made a case for the redis-
covered sovereignty of their own country and made the famous formula, rex
in regno suo imperator est (the king is emperor in his kingdom), victorious from
Sicily to England. Then began a threefold evolution which dominated the
reorganisation of the states of the west. The empire did not disappeat, but it
fragmented while the national monarchies triumphed a little everywhere,
except in the Italian peninsula where the city-states secured their success to
varying degrees. From this profound remodelling of the states three political
systems and three very different types of government were to be born.

Even diminished, the myth of mperium mundi in the hands of the emperor
remained firmly anchored in the minds and political practices of the four-
teenth century. Although Bartolus himself accepted the idea that the greater
partof the world no longer recognised imperial authority and that the regna and
civitates which wete subordinate to the imperinm romanum were fewer and fewer,
there were also those who, with some nostalgia, thought that the emperor
should still reign over all kings and all nations. In their eyes, the independence
which they acquired was only a de facto independence, and not de jure. Moreover,
there were still many canon lawyers who, in the fourteenth century, besides
those who had encouraged the autonomy of the regna, believed that the pope
remained the only true emperor and that, the emperor being his vicar, no
regnum could ultimately escape imperial authority. This suffices to explain why,
after his coronation at Rome (1312), the emperor Henry VII addressed a letter
to all the princes of the west in which he recalled his claims to the universality
of the empire. He did not lack arguments to justify them. He preserved a very
powerful tool, Roman law, which was universally applicable. His justice should
be acknowledged everywhere, so it was always possible for a subject to appeal
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from his king to the emperor and so the crime of /se-majesté always seemed a
crime essentially imperial in nature.

But the political events of the fourteenth century did not come to the aid of
juridical argumentation. Even within the limits of the Holy Roman Empire of
the German nation alone, the emperor was no longer the sole holder of power.
Always a butt for the papacy, he had also to secure his own existence in rela-
tion to the territorial princes. If the dispute with the papacy was engaged on
spiritual ground rather than on that of sovereignty, it was none the less true
that the emperor found himself in a difficult situation of dependence in rela-
tion to the pope who always demanded, through the imperial coronation, the
right to legitimate every imperial election. The struggle with imperial universal-
ism was thus openly declared. It had to fail because the confusion of notions
of empire, Church and Christendom, too intimately bound to the Germanic
idea of empire, had led the emperor to overstep his competences, usurping the
acknowledged prerogatives of the pope. In the aftermath of the death of
Henry VII (1313), it was to the people of Rome that Lewis of Bavaria turned
to secure his power and to whom he declared in 1328: ‘in this town, by the grace
of providence, we have legitimately received the impetial diadem and the
sceptre from our Roman people particularly dear to us and, thanks to the invin-
cible power of God and of ourselves, we govern the city and the world’. It was
also to combat this situation of dependence in relation to the pope and to
affirm the autonomy of the empire that he received among his councillors
Franciscans in dispute with the pope, such as William of Ockham or philoso-
phers like Marsilius of Padua.

This desite to escape from all subjection to the Holy See found its institu-
tional expression in two constitutions of Lewis of Bavaria and one declaration
of the prince-electors assembled at Rhens in 1338. They proclaimed that the
king of the Romans, elected unanimously or by majority vote, had no need, for
his power to be effective, to have recourse to any confirmation by the Holy See.
This meant, thanks to the support of the princes, the end of dependence on
papal power, but it also meant, at the same time, placing imperial power more
securely under their control, to make the empire a dualist state whose mastery
was henceforth shared between the electoral college of the princes and the
emperor. This development was enshrined in the imperial code (Kaiserliches
Rechtsbuch) of 1358, called the ‘Golden Bull’ from the beginning of the fifteenth
century. This famous text fixed the order in which the prince-electors
(Kurfiirsten) cast their vote and stipulated that the election must be established
by majority vote. Thus the elective principle triumphed and the thorny
problem of relations between Church and empire was finally regulated. The
empire freed itself from the Church but, strengthening the authority of the
princes, it fostered the breakup of power and accelerated the triumph of the
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Germanic territorial principalities in transferring almost all regalian rights to
the prince-electors. This act therefore institutionalised the weakness of the
emperor and his government who was not remotely endowed with the institu-
tions which he needed to make himself obeyed. Without — or virtually without
— a domain, a fiscal system and, consequently, without financial resources, the
emperor could not equip himself with a professional army. The judicial mech-
anisms remained identical. Justice, most of the time granted as a fief, always
eluded the emperor, which made peace constantly dependent upon regional
alliances. As for the towns, to which the central authority owed part of its rev-
enues through the harsh taxation it imposed upon them, they found them-
selves constantly exposed to the greed of the princes, particularly to that of the
prince-electors, henceforth invested with a veritable territorial sovereignty.

Such an evolution could only favour the rise of the national monarchies. The
more the century passed, the more their governments had to give themselves
a structure to face the immense needs which sprang from the modern state,
for which they were responsible. Admittedly, no word yet existed for ‘state’ as
we understand it, and the term status, often used, was always followed by a
complement: status republicae, status regni, status coronae. Status, then, designated
more a state, a way of being, than ‘the state’. But this was not because the state
did not yet exist, endowed as it was with its principal component parts and with
a government whose smooth running did not cease to hold the attention of
the theorists. Throughout western Europe in the fourteenth century, except in
Italy, the nation-state became reality every day and secured its own sovereignty.
Bartolus himself agreed that all these r¢gna were no longer actually subordinate
to the imperial domininm, but that they were henceforth holders of the sove-
reign rights which they most frequently held de facto, and not de jure. The evolu-
tion which made them national sovereign monarchies was complete, even if no
author had yet succeeded in defining a coherent theory of sovereignty. The
essential was that the fully independent exercise of the great prerogatives tradi-
tionally devolved to the emperor, imperium, potestas, juridictio and administratio, be
granted them.

Bartolus agreed to this, while insisting on the idea that the emperor pre-
served a permanent right, by reason of his awuctoritas principis vel superioris
(authority of prince or sovereign) of confirming the legitimacy of these new
powet-holders and of deposing them each time they behaved like tyrants. But
that was more attachment to the past than an objective description of present
reality. The turning-point had passed in the 1270s, the date when Jacques de
Révigny (d. 1296) in his Lectnra on the Institutes strove to demonstrate that the
king of France in temporalibus superiorem non recognoscit (does not recognise any
superior in temporalities) and when Guillaume Durand the Elder (d. 1296)
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echoed him in pounding out the formula, Rex Franciae princeps est in regno suo (the
king of France is prince in his own kingdom). Everywhere else the same wind
of independence blew, whether it was in Sicily where Marianus de Caramanico
(d. 1288) endeavoured to establish the independence of the king of Sicily in
his Preface to the Liber Constitutionem Regnum Siciliae, or in Castile, where Las
siete partidas of Alfonso X took up the same plea on behalf of their sovereign.
There was no longer any doubt that kings were emperors in their kingdoms in
the fourteenth century. All the political literature bears ample witness to this.
Finally freed from impetial powert, all these young states also wanted to be free
of the plenitudo potestatis (plenitude of power) of the pope, this unlimited power
which had authorised him to intervene up to this point in the life of the states,
as much to depose a king as to exempt the subjects from obedience to their
prince. But to the extent that, at the beginning of the fourteenth century, the
destinies of the Church and papacy were closely linked, it was no longer
conceivable that all these national states set free from the empire would con-
tinue to accept a temporal dependence upon Rome. This was why they rejected
it vigorously, as much because of the serious difficulties which the Church was
experiencing at that time as because of their constantly advertised desire
definitively to secure their total independence. Even in Italy, papacy and empite
scarcely succeeded in maintaining their tutelage.

In the fourteenth century, the old rivalry between Guelfs and Ghibellines,
which had until then torn the peninsula so violently apart, gradually dwindled
away. The supporters of the two clans, once so violently opposed, came to an
agreement to admit that their common interest was to do everything to safe-
guard their autonomy, in respect of both pope and emperor. From then on,
setting aside Venice, which had always been able to presetve its autonomy,
what should be done so that the kingdom of Naples, traditionally the vassal of
the Holy See, and almost all the other cities of the peninsula — except for the
Papal States — should succeed in freeing themselves from the pontifical or
imperial yoke in order to achieve the status of city-state with their own institu-
tions and government? There was, of course, imperial privilege from which
Venice and other Lombard towns had benefited. But this concession d jure was
rare. For a long while, a whole, very old doctrinal movement, started mainly by
the canon lawyers then also supported by Roman lawyers, had opened the way
to a de facto autonomy of the cities. Asserting that they had left the pontifical
and imperial orbit, they had hammered out the theory of the civitas sibi princeps
(the city a prince unto itself ) which Bartolus systematised and generalised. But
there should be no mistake about it. The cvifas which Bartolus envisaged was
still only an autonomous city, admittedly the depository of all the powers exer-
cised by the emperor, but not a veritable city-state whose institutions gradually
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constructed themselves. Almost all of them had to reckon with the imperial
vicariate which, although it still checked the road to complete autonomy, no
less favoured the birth of particular institutions. That towns like Florence and
Pisa sought to obtain — and succeeded — the imperial vicariate after taking an
oath to the emperor is significant. Thanks to the vicariate, they often succeeded
in legalising their power over the contado which they controlled and in strength-
ening their institutional structures. These constituent parts allowed them,
slowly, to secute their accession to the rank of city-state and better to define
the powers of those to whom they entrusted the responsibility of administer-
ing them.

1.3 From the anthority of princes to the rights of the state

Throughout fourteenth-century Europe the state made its entry in force. The
distinction, founded on scholarly juridical thought, between what was public
and what was private, between jus publicum and jus privatum, made a substantial
contribution to shaping the state and giving its government autonomous exis-
tence. King and state were henceforth separate, increasingly subject to a
specific judicial regime. This was why the king now had the role of incarnat-
ing the state, representing it and acting in its name. To the extent that this new
vision triumphed, there was a complete transfer of competences from a prince,
whom evolution wrested from feudalism, to a king accountable for the govern-
ment and the destinies of the state. It was better to discern all these compe-
tences that jurists and theoreticians of government applied themselves. In this
sphere, the fourteenth century simultaneously combined maturity and novelty.
Maturity because it did no more than consolidate the gains of the previous
centuries each time the portrait of the king and lover of justice had gradually
to be refined to make it a legislating king in the face of the crises and troubles
of the time. Novelty because the doctrine defined to the advantage of a prince
responsible for the peace, security and prosperity of the country, the element
of power which he lacked to bring his task to a successful conclusion: the right
to tax.

It was first the empire, then, where the sovereign still appeared, in the four-
teenth century, as an ambiguous figure, at the same time both public authority
and private authority because he was a chosen feudal lord and brought to
power thanks to the consensus of the great princes. Despite this persistent
duality in the nature of his function, the sovereign led with constancy an obsti-
nate struggle for public opinion to assemble in a sort of supreme lordship, a
veritable sanctuary of the state, all the prerogatives once devolved to the
Roman emperor. Among their number featured, in the first place, judicial
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power. Always shared with the great feudal lords, but claimed by the prince, its
exercise appeared as the product of a policy of conciliation. From the reign of
Lewis of Bavaria onwards, the imperial German court (Deutsches konigliches
Hofgerich?), which had until then been peripatetic, became sedentary and thus
contributed to giving the empire its characteristic of ustice-state’. Thus the
authority of a central imperial jurisdiction was asserted, simultaneously a high
court of justice with responsibility for hearing the most important cases and
an ordinary supreme tribunal before which all final appeal procedure had pet-
force to end. Nevertheless, the sovereign could not succeed in imposing
control of justice and public order unless he succeeded in keeping feudal law
(Lehnrechd) apart from authority and constantly separating it from territorial law
(Landrech?). However, this is what happened. Relying on this Leburecht con-
ceived as an effective means of legal appropriation, the princes supported by
a whole shift in commentary on the Mirrors, particulatly the Abridged Gloss of the
Lehnrecht of the Saxons in 1386, increasingly controlled all spheres of social life
and arrogated to themselves the right of stating the law. Then a veritable d facto
division of the power of justice occurred. The emperor had justice in his court;
the prince other cases. Thus justice became less the apanage of state govern-
ment than a veritable right granted to those who governed states whose struc-
ture began to stabilise around princely powers. It was therefore by means of
feudal law that justice gradually became an integral part of the competence of
states.

Elsewhere, the opposite development was taking place everywhere. All the
sovereigns of the west recovered their judicial power by triumphing over
feudalism. The image of the king as judge, whether he exercised his justice per-
sonally or delegated it, was sketched by the pen of all the theoreticians. Witness,
for fourteenth-century France, the admiration with which Christine de Pisan
(1365—1430) described Charles V dispensing justice in person and the acerbic
criticism of delegated judges made by all the defendants of royal power. Jean
Gerson (1363—1429) did not cease to abuse all those who ‘sell their sentences,
sactifice the rights of a party, refuse to judge the poor or the innocent’, while
Philippe de Mézieres (1327—1405) saw them as none other than ‘pillagers and
tyrants’ ( péllars et tyrans) who ‘rule like lords in the kingdom in opposition to the
king’. Incontestably, there was confidence in the justice of the king whom
Philippe de Méziéres even advised to draw inspiration from the Italian tribunals
to reform the entire French judicial system. But this was too much to ask of a
sovereign all of whose powers in this sphere now hardly experienced any check.
Once seigneurial jurisdictions were almost completely subordinated by means
of the appeal, committal for trial and cases reserved to the crown, and ecclesi-
astical justices strictly controlled by means of ‘privileged cases’, the prince nat-
urally found himself compelled, to secure this success, to have recourse to the
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delegated judges, although they were of limited competence and impartiality.
From bailliage tribunals to the parlement of Paris, the kingdom’s supreme judicial
authority since the last decades of the thirteenth century, the hierarchy became
stricter, competence better defined under the control of a king who, with his
council, constituted the capstone of the judicial edifice.

At the same time, England experienced a comparable evolution, even if the
intervention of royal judges encountered greater resistance on the part of both
ecclesiastical and secular lords. They were reluctant to accept that their com-
petence should be limited and that the judgements they made should be con-
trolled. They also rejected the constant obligation of proving the secure
foundation of their autonomy to which the crown wanted to subject them.
Nevertheless, by the end of the fourteenth century, the final triumph of royal
justice was secured in the three essential domains, which were landed property
and personal estate with the court of common pleas, royal finance with the
court of the exchequer, and crimes against the state with the court of King’s
Bench. As this royal power of justice was secured everywhere, so also it expe-
rienced everywhere its natural extension in the right of condere legem.

Since the glossators, debate had been the order of the day. Natural corollary of
judicial action, the power to make law found itself to some extent without any
immediate holder in the aftermath of the check on the dominium mundi. A very
vigorous demand followed, as much on the part of the city-states as the nation-
states, throughout the thirteenth century. In the following century, their cause
was understood but what authority did they possess, empowered to decree the
law? A many-sided reply was given to this question.

Since a fair number of the Italian cities had complied with the statute of -
itates liberae, their councils could freely decree statuta often surpassing the
legislation of the nation-states in volume and quality. In the fourteenth
century, the problem remained of the co-existence of these statuta with Roman
law which progressively constituted a true zus commune whose power was soon
to limit their legislative freedom just as — but to a lesser extent — that of other
states.

In those of the Iberian peninsula, as in France, the prince’s legislative capac-
ity was acknowledged henceforth. Everywhere the tags guod principis placuit legis
habet vigorem (what is pleasing to the prince has the force of law) and princeps
legibus solutus est (the prince is not bound by laws) had made their way by sheer
force. Often voluntarily given a wide interpretation, they made it possible to
grant the prince a large normative capacity, at least in theory. In reality, there
was absolutely no need to look in these two pootly understood formulae for a
sort of clause justifying the absolute power of the prince to condere legem, since
his legislative action could always be justified, in all circumstances, from the
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moment when he declared that he acted ex certa scientia principis (from the certain
knowledge of the prince). There was nothing surprising, then, in the fact that
all these kings were granted the ‘right to make laws and constitutions . . . ot to
reduce them or entirely revoke and repeal them’, as the author of the Songe du
Vergier put it for the king of France. But nowhere was this capacity of the leg-
islative prince to make a contribution, through the action of his courts, to the
unification of laws and local customs, established so quickly as in England, a
procedure which was to give birth to the ‘common law’, rapidly hoisted to the
rank of the Roman /ex. To this substantial capacity granted to the prince was
added the power he had to judge, in his council, all miscarriages of justice, a
power which Edward III officially delegated to his chancellor in 1349. Thus
‘equity’ gradually began to grow by means of the case law of the king’s council,
then that of the court of chancery. This demonstrates well how much judicial
power constituted, in all circumstances, the surest foundations of normative
powet.

Judges and legislators, the sovereigns of the fourteenth century, also made
insistent demands to be able to exetcise undivided the right to tax whoever they
wanted. If they did not completely succeed, and if the vision which the Songe
dn Vergier presents us for the whole of Europe, of ‘kings . .. who canlevy such
extraordinary aids, salt taxes, hearth taxes and impositions on their subjects’ is
slightly idealised, it had to be acknowledged that royal power to levy taxation
had become a reality everywhere. Feudal taxation was slowly replaced by state
taxation, because, of course, throughout the century, profound changes took
place as much at the level of mentalities as at that of the relations binding
prince and country. Henceforth, taxes were no longer thought of as a due
which the sovereign levied, but, quite the contrary, as a tax which subjects
should bring him in order to participate in the defence of the kingdom.
Taxation was thus progressively legitimised, a development which commanded
attention all the more forcibly as a beneficiary other than the king emerged.
This was the state which, in the sphere of fiscality, as in many others, had just
transcended the person of the sovereign. Admittedly, it still often had to nego-
tiate with the representatives of regions and towns, but this negotiation was
always made easier because taxation was henceforth levied for the wfilitas regni
ot the necessitas republicae. 1t was a condition for the exercise of royal power to
levy taxes, not an obstacle to it.

Take France ¢. 1350, a period in the coutse of which the estates, although a
very heavyweight force in political life, never made any real objection to the
levying of taxation. Or take, at the same time, Castile with its sovereign whose
exemplary fiscal system hardly suffered from the consent which he had to
obtain from the cores and the towns for levying taxes. Their representatives
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never succeeded in limiting or sharing institutionally the royal right to levy
taxes. And, finally, take England, where there was a comparable development.
Throughout the thirteenth century, the kings had acquired the habit of regu-
larly levying a tax on the personal goods of subjects, and parliament, which had
not opposed it, continued to respond favourably throughout the following
century to their demands, in relation to both direct and indirect taxation. It was
more from the people that opposition to the royal right to levy taxes came with
the revolt of 1381, in the aftermath of the creation of a new poll tax.

This was enough to remind the sovereign, there as elsewhere, that it was
always necessary to adjust the theory of power to the reality of facts. From a
political science in full gestation necessity compelled a shift, more modestly,
towards an art of government.

2 AN ART OF GOVERNMENT

While the thirteenth century had marked the triumph of the ideas of Aristotle,
so significant for a new political science, the fourteenth century was character-
ised more by their being put into concrete practice in the daily exercise of
powers. Solutions for them were often sought to attempt to resolve the polit-
ical crises with which different governments were confronted. Everywhere a
concern for national adaptation of this Aristotelian scheme showed through.
A theoretician like Nicolas d’Oresme (1325—82) proclaimed aloud this neces-
sity, affirming that ‘according to the diversity of regions, complexions, inclina-
tions, and the customs of peoples, it was fitting that their positive rights and
their governments should be different’. It was above all to apply oneself to
defining and making state structures operate which henceforth dominated the
professional governing classes (2.1, below) and an increasingly structured
government whose links tightened across the country (2.2) to lead it towards
a contest which most often ended in a fruitful dialogue (2.3).

2. 1 Government specialists

The entire history of the states of the west in the fourteenth century reflects
their constant concern to place at their head government specialists experi-
enced in the practice of power. This was first true of the sovereign whose
dominant preoccupation was, always, to surround himself with the best-edu-
cated councillots.

From the states of the Iberian peninsula to England, passing through all the

European capitals, the sovereign appeared henceforth as a veritable political
expert. To be king became a profession which was learnt, which was exercised
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within the framework of strict rules and, additionally, which could be lost if
one did not show oneself worthy and capable, or if one went beyond the limits
fixed by law and practice in the exercise of the royal office.

In the Iberian states, much was demanded of the kings, a high proportion
of whom, in the fourteenth century, were child-kings and often even also came
from foreign countries or had been brought up far from the throne. Then they
had to be taught everything about their new country, its customs and laws. The
destiny of Philip, count of Evreux, to whose lot the throne of Navarre fell by
right of his wife Jeanne in 1328, is particulatly significant in this respect. In a
few months, while continuing to sit on the council of Philip VI of Valois, the
new king of Navarre had to come to know everything about his country,
whose men, language and institutions became familiar to him in a short space
of time. Or take Ferdinand of Trastimara of Antequera who, coming from
Castile where he secured the regency, was chosen in 1412 to govern Aragon.
Straightaway, he had to fathom all the secrets of the Crown of Aragon and of
that northern province whose Mediterranean and continental policy had no
connection with that of Castile. Take, too, the throne of Castile, perfect
reflection of the need to train in a short time princes called to reign too young.
Ferdinand IV was one year old in 1295, Alfonso XI had scarcely reached his
second year in 1312, while Pedro I was called to ascend the throne at the age
of fifteen in 1350. For these very young princes, a rapid and intensive educa-
tion was indispensable so that they could take up the reins of the country as
quickly as possible.

To educate the king and train him in the art of government appeared an
urgent necessity everywhere. The fashion was for Mirrors which made it possi-
ble, at one and the same time, to make the prince an expert in government and
to inculcate in him the idea that his primordial role was, above all, to lead his
people towards a certain end. A providential man, sent by God and endowed
with the noblest qualities, he should be able to practise all the virtues of the
statesman without difficulty. In fourteenth-century France, numerous authors,
such as Gerson, Christine de Pisan, Philippe de Méziéres or the author of the
Songe dn Vergier, lingered long to describe, through an ideal portrait of the
prince, how he should govern with love, make himself loved, without
flattering, all the while making himself respected without tyranny, always prac-
tising ‘the virtue of truth’ which, alone, made it possible to govern prudently.
But it was also expected that the prince be humble, pious, chaste, sober, genet-
ous, magnanimous, open and just. The ideal was thus composed of asceticism,
exemplariness and of surpassing oneself. But appearing as a model of virtue
was not enough, the prince had also to be able to make his image shine and
present all his majesty. Familiar and open to the requests of his subjects, he was
also to be admired, obeyed and feared. These were qualities which authorised
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him to assume with dignity his office entirely directed to the triumph of peace
and justice.

This portrait of the ideal prince which the French authors of the fourteenth
century present in such minute detail was to be found in very similar fashion
beyond the Pyrenees in the Ibetian peninsula. Alfonso XI the Justiciar, king of
Castile (1312—50), following the example of all the kings of Christendom, had
translated into Castilian the De Regimine Principum of Giles of Rome. At the
same time, and based on this treatise, his cousin, Don Juan Manuel, formulated
an entire system of government in his /zbro de los Estados, where he delivered
a careful reflection on royal sovereignty, the law, the Fueros and the participa-
tion of the people in the exercise of power. The bishop of Viseu, Alfonso Pais,
followed this movement, in composing a Mirror entirely concerned with an
analysis of royal function, while a little later it was the Castilian chancellor
himself, Pedro de Ayala, who conducted, in the course of his works, a similar
political reflection. All these authors were in agreement on the need for a king
strong in the exercise of his power. The acclamation by the cortes, at the
moment of his accession to the throne, legitimated his power which crowning
had almost always just strengthened, but very rarely anointing, the rite of
which had been virtually lost since the Visigothic period. It was then in one of
the towns such as Saragossa, Pamplona, Burgos, Lisbon or Santiago, desig-
nated capital cities since the fourteenth century, that the king was anointed by
the primate of his state. This king chosen by God and acclaimed by his people
had henceforth a better-founded power but one which, in any case, could not
become absolute under pain of sinking into tyranny which all Spanish authors
of the century were agreed in condemning. In France, a whole current of
thought also attached great value to limiting the powers of a king, who,
although always anointed and Most Christian King, occupied a place apart in
the world of the kingdoms of the west in the fourteenth century. Nicolas
d’Oresme took the lead as spokesman for these authors in making a stand
against the pléinitude de posté too often granted the king. Against this concept he
opposed that of posté modérée, in order to redress the perverse effects of an
absolutist ideology which he ostentatiously denounced and which, in his eyes,
appeared truly devastating, most particularly in the sphere of fiscality.

Little heard in France at this period, thete seems to have been more dis-
course of this kind across the Channel throughout the fourteenth century.
This was undoubtedly because Edward 11, Edward I1I and Richard II had grad-
ually drawn all the consequences of an affirmed absolutist monarchy whose
harsh setbacks they had endured, as is well known. Deeming themselves above
the law and released from all obligation, seeing their subjects only as individu-
als forced to obey them and the kingdom as their private property, they went
counter to the common law and the statutes, pardoned criminals and bypassed
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the need for authorisation by patliament to levy taxes. This is why Edward I1
was forced, from 1308, to take a new coronation oath full of consequences for
the future. In addition to the traditional undertakings made by the king on this
occasion, he promised to observe the just laws and customs which the com-
munity — principally that of the barons — was to establish. And these barons
set down loud and clear, in their declaration of 1308, the distinction between
crown and royal person, affirming that homage and allegiance were owed to
the crown and not to the king;

Such were certainly the harbingers of the deposition of Edward II by the
patliament of 1327, immediately followed by the proclamation of Edward I11
as king, Too inclined to strengthen his authority and to control both his council
and his chancellor with too heavy a hand, the new sovereign made ready the
serious crisis of 1341. It came to an end only with a compromise at the end of
which royal prerogatives were further diminished. Edward III acknowledged
the supreme value of Magna Carta and undertook not to dismiss any official
without the judgement of parliament. Even though he went back on all his
promises in 1343, the crisis of 1341 was a no less destabilising element in royal
power and a powerful factor strengthening the role of patliament, henceforth
held to be the only institution capable of resolving conflicts between the king
and his officials, a contentious issue which was no longer considered as being
private in nature, but public. Under Richard II, relations between crown and
parliament were constantly strained. Throughout the serious crisis of the years
13868, the authority of the sovereign was seriously challenged. Parliament
truly setitself up as a supreme court, demanded a very strict control of expen-
diture and wanted to arrogate to itself the right to dissolution when the king
was absent for forty days. Quite simply, it wanted to demonstrate that it was
subordinate in no way whatsoever to royal authority. The sovereign had finally
to accept the creation of a commission invested for a year with power to
reform the state. Positions hardened and ended with the Merciless Patliament
of 1388 which made parliament the ultimate legal arbiter and attributed to it
supreme authority. The rupture was accomplished between a king which
refused to submit and an all-powerful parliament. The final attempts of the
sovereign, throughout the years 1397—9, to strengthen his absolutism were the
direct cause of his deposition by patliament to which part of the royal pre-
rogatives were transferred on the accession to the throne of Henry IV, who
now held his power simultaneously from God and by the consent of the
kingdom, expressed through parliament. Better advised, the English kings
would doubtless better have controlled the absolutist tendency of their power.

This necessity for the prince to surround himself with constant and enlightened
council, always stressed by theorists, was broadly applied in the government
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practices of all states in the fourteenth century. And this was so true in France
that Charles V himself asserted that the duty for a king who did not want to be
taxed with tyranny was to govern ‘by the council of alarge number of wise men,
clerical or lay’. Doing this and following the demonstration of Aristotle, he also
proved very open to an entire current of thought and to the pressing entreaties
of his entourage. All the authors judged that the councillors constituted a cog
in the government which the sovereign could not bypass. Gerson exhorted
Chatles V to follow this path, writing ‘do all by council and you will not repent
of it’, while Christine de Pisan asserted that the sovereign always chose his
councillors with science et preudomie (skill and judgement) from among gens propices
et convenables (suitable and fitting persons). They all had to show sufficient qual-
ities and guarantees, whether it was a question of their love of the public good,
their sense of the truth and their indestructible attachment to the sovereign
who, everywhere, appeared to retain control of both the composition and the
convening of the council. The key piece in the political game, he shared with
the chancellor the most important part of government tasks.

In France as in England, the chancellor was the only one of the great officers
to survive in permanent form, which led him to play a decisive role in the
mechanism of the state after the break-up of the curia regis. While the house-
hold was restricted to the service of the prince, chancellor and councillors were
in the front line for taking charge of all tasks of drafting, justice, council and
decision making, This was why, from the mid-thirteenth century onwards, and
throughout Europe, princes surrounded themselves with men who they could
trust and who they rewarded and who took an oath to them to serve the state
by guarding all its secrets. Similar developments piecemeal — in England from
before 1257, in France from before 1269 and throughout the second half of
the thirteenth century in the German principalities — made the king, his chan-
cellor and his councillors henceforth veritable pillars of the state.

Fluid in its composition since the sovereign summoned to it whoever he
wanted, the council’s competence was also flexible and constantly evolving
towards an increasingly marked specialisation, principally confined within the
function of council and, subsidiatily, of justice. The evolution was particulatly
clear in England in the fourteenth century, where the court of the exchequer,
court of common pleas and the court of the King’s Bench, which had long
been gradually detached from the council, constituted, since the reign of
Henry 111, a complex judicial ensemble in which each of these courts (which
now had only distant contacts with the council) had its own area of jurisdic-
tion. In France, a similar evolution occurred, but it was later, since it was only
in the last decades of the thirteenth century that the parlement began to secure
an autonomy which did not become definitive until the 1340s. Then the council
fully assumed its principal function, that of advising the king and participating
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with him in the exercise of justice reserved to the crown. In the Iberian states,
the role of the council in the fourteenth century was undoubtedly still more
fundamental. The main part of royal power originated in it. This is why direct-
ing the council meant directing the country, and why, too, the king’s court was
nothing other than a centre of intrigue in which all the candidates competed
in the direction of the council which was a meeting of princes or intimates of
the king,

In this way, therefore, at the end of the Middle Ages, whether it was a ques-
tion of the great or continual council of England, of the conseil étroit, conseil privé,
conseil secret ot conseil grand in France, of the secret council or sworn council of
the German princes or the secret council of Milan, all were in part detached
from the tasks of finance and justice, which they had looked after at the
time of their earliest history, so that they could dedicate themselves better to
advising the prince in secret matters of the state and exercising, with him,
that part of justice which he did not intend to delegate. This was why few
members — some dozen at the most — were admitted to it, to make of them, at
the sovereign’s side, the veritable masters of the state. Noble or bourgeois,
lawyer or financier, it was always from them that decisions came and the
impulses fitted to stimulate an administration right in the middle of a complete
transformation.

2.2 An oppressive administration

The complexity of the administrative structures of states of the west in the
fourteenth century is explained, principally, by the incomparable rise of
government bureaucracy throughout the previous centuries. Its development
was the direct consequence of the increase in central administrative depart-
ments. Its rigidity, inertia and sometimes its inability to adapt to the new
demands of the modern state necessitated the creation of local administrative
departments increasingly diversified and capable of resolving at once and on
the spot all the problems which a central government could not settle, too
often lacking the information and the means of action to intervene rapidly and
effectively. Priority was thus given to the administration and to its departments,
whose actions, increasingly autonomous in relation to the impulses of central
government, often also became as inclusive as they were burdensome for the
governed. This was particulatly true of fourteenth-century France but much
less so for England, while the systems retained by the Iberian countries corre-
sponded to a middle path.

In France, the corollary of the constantinflation in the personnel of central
administrative departments throughout the fourteenth century — four
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councillors at the requétes du palais in 1314 and twenty-nine in 1343, twenty
councillors at the parlement in 1314 and sixty-two in 1343, thirty notaries in
the chancery in 1316 and fifty-nine in 1361 — was the ever-greater complex-
ity of local administration. One has the impression that the increase in
offices and agents of the king in the capital was matched, throughout the
country, by a necessary increase in both the number of local departments
and staff. Since the mid-thirteenth century, the bailli became, from a peri-
patetic official without a fixed area, a sedentary administrator responsible
for administering an area with well-defined limits, the bailliage. At the begin-
ning of the fourteenth century, he was all-powerful in it and cut the true
figure of a viceroy. In part, the full representative of the sovereign, he exer-
cised there all the delegated prerogatives. Head of the judicial administra-
tion, he presided over the assizes, whose court he composed as he wished,
mixing there representatives of the populace with probi homines (worthy
men) chosen on account of their good legal knowledge. Responsible for
the receipt of all royal funds, he organised the farming out of the prévités
and drew the revenues from them, securing the collection of all levies, taxes
and fines. Responsible for the maintenance of public ordet, he was invested
with a veritable power of law and order, strengthened further by the obliga-
tion which was incumbent upon him to publish and observe all the royal
ordinances that he could, by virtue of his statutory power, adapted to local
necessities. Judge, tax collector, legislator, this was the picture of the bailli
in the first decades of the fourteenth century. Remunerated by the king, he
was directly responsible to him. Released from all ties to his bailliage, of
which he could not be a native and where he could not possess any prop-
erty and which it was compulsory for him to leave at the end of three years,
he compelled recognition like a veritable agent of the state whose status
and career were perfectly defined.

But it would be to concentrate too many problems in the hands of a single
individual to make the bailli the only interlocutor of the state at a point when
the latter was multiplying and diversifying the departments of its central
administration. A similar development could, inevitably, only be planned
within the entirety of the kingdom as a whole. Often the initiative came from
the baillis themselves who, without being invited to do so by the central author-
ity, surrounded themselves, from the 1320s onwards, with collaborators whose
action would finally rebound against them. Chosen by them at the outset, these
officials progressively arrogated a certain autonomy to themselves before
being nominated by the king himself who made them his veritable agents. This
was certainly the case with the receivers of the bailliage. Responsible since the
last years of the thirteenth century for the collection and handling of funds
under the control of the bailli, they became, in 1320, authentic royal receivers,
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following an ordinance of Philip the Fair which forbade all baillis to interfere
with the handling of funds. A similar evolution made the licutenants of the
baillis, entrusted with assisting him in his judicial tasks since the end of the thir-
teenth century, veritable royal judges. Despite the opposition of populations,
systematically denying that the bailli could delegate any of the areas of his
jurisdiction, the crown had to ratify this development in 1389. It then profited
from it to make these lieutenants of justice true royal judges whom it nomi-
nated and directly controlled. In the fiscal and financial sector, finally, the
institution of the bailliage experienced the same curtailment of power. The
collection of heavy hearth taxes ( fowages) which the war imposed from 1355
onwards was to escape the baillis completely to the profit of officials at first
appointed by the Estates General then, afterwards, nominated by the king, the
¢lus. Their district was not remotely the bazlliage, but the élection.

In the Iberian kingdoms, the distant life of the localities, of which the govern-
ment often knew little, forced the monatchs to devise a complex administra-
tion responsible for extending their action on the spot. A general scheme,
which could always be adapted, dominated the otrganisation of local
administration. In the states as a whole, the responsibility for managing the
province was entrusted to a merino ot adelantado, who sometimes received the
title of mayor if he was placed at the head of an area of acknowledged eco-
nomic or strategic importance. All these agents received authority delegated
from the king in the form of a charter which listed their powers in detail. Full
legal authority was thus also conferred on them to administer their erindad, to
strengthen its safety, law and order, and justice. All these powers were increased
if the king were a minor, or in his absence, as in Navarre at the beginning of
the fourteenth century, when the merino was empowered to appoint the alaytes
of the royal castles and receive their oath of allegiance in the name of the king,
from whom alone this power to appoint, in theory, depended. Thus conceived,
the merindad constituted a truly autonomous unit in which the merino exercised
his powers with a whole group of officers who were subordinate only to him
and who were found a post on his recommendation. This was especially the
case with his justicia and his receivers. These were agents who sometimes forgot
that they represented the central government and who were thus tempted to
abuse their power.

Most fortunately, the men of the lordships and towns recalled them to their
duty and never failed to do so in the presence of the sovereign at the assem-
blies of the corzes. This was why the kings of Aragon travelled a great deal. They
considered it important to demonstrate that they were close to their subjects
in order to hear their grievances, whether at Denia, Minorca or Teruel. As for
the kings of Navarre, they adapted the Capetian system of requests, which
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allowed them to be constantly informed about what was happening in their
kingdom as a whole. To these regional administrative structures fitted to
extend the action of the sovereigns, moreover, the institution of the bay/le came
to be added, an agent entrusted with representing the king in his towns, facing
the council, and with communicating to the central government all the city’s
grievances. If his action was well handled, it was always the opportunity for
starting a true dialogue between the king and his subjects. In this way, there-
fore, in Spain as in France, complexity undoubtedly dominated the structures
of local administration in the fourteenth century.

It was the same in England, but undoubtedly to a lesser extent. Dominated
since the tenth century by the all-powerful sheriff, the territorial administration
was progressively diversified to make of this official, in the fourteenth century,
a representative of the king who had slowly lost the major part of his powers,
just like the bailli of the kings of France. Since 1242, the escheators had
deprived him of the main part of his powers in financial matters. Moreover,
the policy of reducing the areas of his judicial authority, undertaken since the
reign of Henry II, had not ceased to bear fruit in that direction. The increase
in judicial circuits in the counties at the courts of which judges from
Westminster presided in place of the sheriff at the sessions of the shire courts,
and the gradual institution of the coroners, whose primary task was to hold an
inquest, if a man died, designed to enable a grand jury to present the accused
to the itinerant judges. It was in the same perspective of the reduction of the
sheriff’s powers that the sovereigns of the thirteenth century had progressively
set up the institution of the ‘keepers of the peace’, officials whose role, both
in the military field and that of law and order, was to make them, in the reign
of Edward Il in 1362, veritable justices of the peace. They had the appearance
of permanent judges simultaneously endowed with powers of decision and
execution, as much in the field of justice as that of administration. Called to
become the most important officials in their area, they progressively emptied
of its content all the power of the sheriff, whose essential competence
remained the transmission of the king’s writs in the county. This was still an
important prerogative, in so far as the size and development, ceaselessly
increasing, of the central bureaucracy produced an ever-greater number of
written documents.

In this way, as in the other countries of the west in the fourteenth century,
the dominant characteristic of the English administration lay in the great
number of its officials. Whether appointed by the king but not paid by him,
like the sheriffs, escheators and justices of the peace, or chosen by the shire
courts like the coroners, they all contributed to give the impression of a very
great independence in local administration. This sentiment was in addition
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considerably strengthened by numerous franchises (exempt jurisdictions) and
the highly autonomous functioning of the courts of justice, in particular the
jury system. Reality was more nuanced. Although the English sovereigns had
granted some autonomy to all these local authorities, it was above all because
they expected from them unpaid services, whose exact bounds they stipulated
strictly. Butit did not end there. The role of these authorities designated by the
prince or chosen by the local populations was above all to execute orders sent
from Westminster. Since none of these offices wete remunerated, they could
only be assumed by well-to-do individuals, most frequently landholders,
whether knights or not, who always showed themselves concerned to maintain
the established order and, by the same token, to ensure royal orders wete
respected. Thanks to them, too, and through their agency, a fruitful dialogue
was set afoot between the prince and the country, a dialogue destined to be
continued within the framework of parliament. In France, on the contrary, this
dialogue could scatrcely be engaged other than by means of representative
assemblies; local administrative officials — paid by the sovereign and increas-
ingly career administrators — had neither the inclination nor the qualifications
to engage in a similar dialogue.

2.3 A necessary dialogue

Representative institutions dominated the entire history of the relations of
those who governed with the country throughout the fourteenth century. This
century was everywhere a period of dialogue which was realised through the
intermediary of the estates general and the provincial estates, or, in England,
within the framework of parliament. Why was such a dialogue established and
how was it able to continue?

It was not by chance that these institutions of dialogue strengthened their posi-
tion in the fourteenth century. Many of them had their origins in the previous
century, while others saw the light of day with feudalism but all, without excep-
tion, experienced their apogee in the fourteenth century. Quite simply because
in this century of crises and difficulties, the country felt more need to make its
voice heard, facing a prince and an administration whose power was constantly
asserted. In France, war and financial difficulties; in the Low Countties, the
death of princes without male heirs; in the German principalities, successive,
constantly repeated divisions of inheritance; in Hungary, the crisis of the state
of 1382, following the death of Louis the Great — these were the factors which
help explain the irresistible development of assemblies of estates.

Over and above their differences, they all obeyed a common model in their
organisation which was very broadly based on the assemblies of the Church.
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Synods and councils constituted henceforth assemblies whose maturity made
it possible to put to the test all the methods of representation and deliberation.
The saying, guod omnes tangit ab ommnibus approbetur (what concerns everyone
should be approved by everyone), compelled recognition so that it was pro-
gressively adopted by all the political assemblies, whether by the English patlia-
ment in 1295 or, gradually, by all the assemblies of estates on the whole
continent. To agree with this rule implied that the problem of representation
was to be compulsorily resolved, since not all the deputies of different estates
could attend the sessions of the assemblies. It was because methods of proxy
had progressed throughout the thirteenth century that representatives could
be gradually appointed to whom their constituents delegated first a limited
power, that of owir et rapporter (hearing and reporting) then, slowly and with
many reservations, a plena potestas (full authority) which authorised them, in
theory at least, to act with full liberty.

Parallel to this development of juridical methods, the fourteenth century
saw a considerable enlargement in the composition of assemblies of estates.
Until the mid-thirteenth century, representatives of the nobility and clergy
were mainly summoned. From that time onwards, slowly and little by little, the
delegates of the towns made their entrance. This was particulatly true of
France. After several attempts in this direction by St Louis, the policy of four-
teenth-century sovereigns was to extend, as broadly as possible, representation
to the deputies of the towns. There was a very similar, but later, development
in the empire, where, in 1362, the representatives of the towns sat for the first
time in the estates of the Tyrol. Thus these assemblies — increasingly referred
to as the ‘three estates’ since the appearance of this expression in Burgundy at
the end of the thirteenth century — became widespread throughout continen-
tal Europe in all the regions, as well as at the level of the state. In England,
evolution was different because of the fact that patliament simultaneously pos-
sessed the same powers as the assemblies of estates on the continent but also,
and above all, a considerable judicial and legislative power.

This was the problem set by the role devolved to these institutions of dialogue,
whether they were assemblies of estates or parliament. After a period of trial
and error, it was fairly well defined in the fourteenth century. Beyond the desire
of the prince to communicate with the country and the desire to meet him
evinced by the representatives of his subjects, these assemblies were always
convened to resolve specific problems. They appeared then as veritable organs
of government, adapted to suggesting solutions to questions which the prince
would not or, most often, could not solve alone. Problems with the coinage
seem to have lain at the very heart of the preoccupations of these first assem-
blies. They dominated their activities in the thirteenth century. Henceforth, the
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coinage was no longer the concern of the prince, as it had been in the feudal
period. This was why clergy, nobility and bourgeois meant, through the agency
of their representatives in the estates, to control a good part of monetary
policy, especially in the area of mutations of the coinage. They had a very real
influence everywhere. There was Edward I1I, who in 1352 agreed not to do
anything without the agreement of the Commons, and John the Good, who
made a similar commitment to the estates in 1355, while Jeanne and Wenceslas
of Brabant promised, the following yeat, to do nothing without consulting the
countty.

Mote acute still, the problem of war and its financing in the fourteenth
century made jurisdiction over the currency fade into the background. It was
undoubtedly to the permanency of war that the representative assemblies
owed the main part of their success. It was financial aid — rather than advice
or counsel on the conduct of operations — that the sovereigns of the four-
teenth century demanded from their estates, or their parliament, while
attempting to convince them that necessity and emergency always justified
their consent to the levy of new taxes. And since the war continued, they also
had to continue. But the principle of permanent taxation was still a long way
off. For the time being, the sovereigns had to admit that a tax could only be
levied if there was need and with the consent of their subjects’ representatives.
Often the estates and parliament even imposed still stricter regulation on the
ruler. For did not parliament appoint, in 1340, commissioners to control the
levy of tax to which they had consented and the estates of the Languedoil set
up, from 1355, the entire administration of the é/us with a view to controlling
the complete management of the azdes from assessment to collection?

This was an important decade for the role played by the assemblies. The
middle of the fourteenth century marked, in fact, the petiod of their apogee.
Although the English patliament succeeded in establishing its victories perma-
nently, things were different with the estates in other countries. Those which it
has become traditional to call ‘the estates general’ lost some of their weight and
it was henceforth more with the provincial estates that the princes discussed
the defence of their territory and the grant of the subsidy. This thus provided
an opportunity for their deputies to present the grievances which the prince
might sometimes, after careful scrutiny, transform into ordinances. This was a
frequent occurrence in France, and also in Spain where the corzes played a role
of the first importance in the formulation of the Constitutions of Catalonia
and the Fueros of Aragon. In England, strong as a result of the role it played
henceforth in financial matters, patliament had a clear tendency to lose sight
of its powers in judicial matters to strengthen its normative capacity. To the
individual petitions which it received until the end of the thirteenth century
were added the collective petitions which it sent to the king if it judged it
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opportune. Thus in 1327 a common petition gave birth, for the first time, to a
statute decreed by the king in parliament. This procedure grew to such an
extent that parliament received fewer and fewer individual petitions for judge-
ment, saw its court become empty and thus became, in the mid-fourteenth
century, a true legislative body. This was a unique evolution, not experienced
by any other country of the west even though the estates were, to some extent
everywhere, the instigators of important ordinances suggested and, some-
times, imposed by means of their grievances.

But they were not convened with sufficient regularity for their activities to
become truly institutionalised. The sessions were in general short, a few days
at the most, and their rhythm subject to the goodwill of the prince except,
perhaps, in Catalonia or Aragon, where the practice of convening the corzes
annually became established at the beginning of the fourteenth century. But
there, too, theory was very far from reality. In England, by contrast, the average
duration of a parliament was about three weeks and it met practically annually
in the fourteenth century. Since, additionally, the same peers were almost
always summoned to the upper house and numerous knights and burgesses
often sat in several successive parliaments in the House of Commons, it can
better be understood how such continuity could make of patliament an institu-
tion which was rapidly able to consolidate its power against that of the sove-
reign. Nothing comparable occurred with the estates, even if some, such as
those of Aragon, succeeded in developing, throughout the fourteenth century,
permanent commissions responsible for extending their activities between the
sessions able to force a constant dialogue on the prince.

‘Dialogue’ — this is the key word dominating both the theory and practice of
power during the whole of the fourteenth century. A state which strengthened
its grip everywhere faced a country which was starting to organise itself.
Progressively freed from feudalism, it was no longer prepated to fall back into
subjection and made its voice heard over and against a prince whose power
nobody disputed, but which everyone wished to see regulated and its exercise
limited. Two strong periods dominated this political evolution of the four-
teenth century. Until around the 1340s, carried by the rapid expansion
imparted it by the lawyers, royal power continually grew stronger. Everywhere,
the great bodies of the state and its officials, whose numbers ceaselessly
increased, assured its success. But with the arrival of war and the crises that
accompanied it, then this fine enthusiasm was shattered. From Spain to
England, from Hungary to France, a wind of democracy arose to remind the
princes that they had to listen, in this game of politics, to the voice of their
subjects and to reckon with those who represented them.
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CHAPTER 3

CURRENTS OF RELIGIOUS
THOUGHT AND EXPRESSION

Jerenry Catto

THE main determinant of religious thought in the fourteenth century, which
would eventually affect every aspect of public worship and private prayer, was
the concentrated effort, in the previous century, to marshal, state logically and
resolve questions according to an agreed theological language, establishing
thereby a coherent method of religious education. The enduring issues of
God’s relation to the world, the human soul and the nature of redemption were
not resolved, but they had been successfully contained within an abstract and
largely Aristotelian language, and were generally discussed by a trained and
conscious elite at Paris or its satellites in Oxford, Cambridge and the schools
of the friars. The attempt to resolve them had created and continued to create
philosophical syntheses of greater or less cohesion. That of Thomas Aquinas,
promoted by the Order of Preachers and universally known after his canon-
isation in 1323, was matched in the first decades of the century by the more
amorphous body of ideas associated with the Franciscan doctors Duns Scotus,
Peter Auriol and Frangois de Meyronnes: among whom the influence of
current logic brought about, some twenty years later, a critical reexamination
of theological language, associated with William of Ockham, and as the moral
and social aspects of religious thinking began to dominate debate, a vigorous
return to Augustinian ideas. These bodies of ideas did not create distinct
schools of thought: virtually all theologians of the fourteenth century were
independent thinkers who can be classified as Augustinians, Thomists, Scotists
ot followers of the via moderna — only in a broad sense. They were united by a
common inheritance of terms and concepts and a common analytical training,
to which the rich religious literature of the century owed the bulk of its con-
ceptual structure: Ramon Lull’s contemplation through memory, under-
standing and will, Meister Eckhart’s ‘ground of the soul’, the unity of essence
of Jan Ruysbroeck and the concept of naked love of 7he Cloud of Unknowing
were all, or were derived from, ideas of theologians.

In the course of the fourteenth century the learning of theologians both
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proliferated across Europe, through new theology faculties in universities and
innumerable cathedral, monastic and friars’ schools, and came to focus more
directly than before on the moral and pastoral questions which confronted
individuals. Theologians began to play an active role in the government of the
Church: in contrast to the work of teaching and speculation which filled the
lives of thirteenth-century doctors like Aquinas, Henry of Ghent or Peter John
Olivi, the experience of their successors in secular and ecclesiastical affairs and
the work of the missionary and the inquisitor profoundly modified their think-
ing, Pierre de la Palud OP, for instance, left the Paris schools to argue the case
of Pope John XXII against Franciscan poverty, and then as patriarch of
Jerusalem to promote the crusade (1317—42). Richard Fitzralph, a secular
doctor of Oxford, served Benedict XII and Clement VI in debate with Greek
and Armenian churchmen, ending his career in 1360 as archbishop of Armagh
and bitter opponent of the friars; the Czech theologian Adalbert Ranconis (d.
1388), who had studied at Paris and Oxford, served Emperor Chatles IV as
clerk and court preacher and gave support to the Bohemian reform movement;
Peter Philargi (of Candia) OFM, a Cretan friar who studied at Padua, Oxford
and Paris, promoted Catholic teaching in Lithuania, was made bishop of
various Lombard sees, acted as an envoy of the duke of Milan, and was even-
tually elected Pope Alexander V (1409—10). In each case practical experience
refocused these theologians’ interests and ideas, bringing to the forefront
aspects of their subject which had an immediate bearing on the pastoral work
of the clergy. Not surprisingly this sometimes led to sharp controversy which
involved canonists as well as theologians and in some cases judicial processes
before the Roman curia. The question of the poverty of Christ and the apos-
tles, for instance, which touched the vocation of Franciscans, provoked crisis
in the order in the pontificate of John XXII, while in mid-century the relation
of friars to secular clergy touched off a parallel debate on ecclesiastical prop-
erty and its scriptural warrant which reverberated from 1350, when Fitzralph
first raised it at Avignon, for the rest of the century and beyond.

Less dramatic but of equal import for the religion of the laity was the slow
advance of theological education among the European clergy. In 1300 it was
exceptional for a bishop, and a fortiori for a parish priest, to have attended the
schools, even in England where a learned clergy had probably made most
progress; in the province of Vienne, for instance, neither the archbishop nor
his five suffragans is known to have done so, and only one of their recent pre-
decessors, Henry of Geneva the elected but unconfirmed bishop of Valence,
had studied in a university — in his case Bologna.! On the other hand many
cathedral chapters and some monasteries had begun to appoint trained friars as

! Boisset (1973), pp. 116—25.
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lectors, and in many European towns, the schools of the mendicant orders were
attended by secular clergy and even the laity. The work of Remigio del Girolami
OP as lector at Santa Maria Novella (¢. 1275—1315) was valued by the commune
of Florence, and it is probable that the friars’ schools at Erfurt and Cologne
were able to diffuse theological learning among the Germans and eastern
Europeans in the absence of early universities. As the century progressed the
schools of the friars multiplied, and in due course new theological faculties in
universities began to turn out parish priests, cathedral canons and bishops, as
well as friars. By 1414, when the Council of Constance was assembling, doctors
of theology constituted a large minority of bishops, and a more substantial
number were doctors of decrees; and among the effective leadership of the
Council, the proportion of university-educated clergy was overwhelming,

Jurists therefore as well as theologians participated in the work of defining
the pastoral mission of the clergy. The eatly success of Bologna as a centre for
the study of Roman and canon law had been imitated during the thirteenth
century by faculties of canon law in Paris, Oxford, Orléans, Montpellier,
Salamanca and many other places; the strong sense of evangelical purpose
which many of their alumni shared — whether exercised in missionary work
beyond the borders of Christendom, or the defence of Orthodox belief and
practice and the propagation of Christian teaching within them — was typified
by Dr Jacques Duése, bishop of Fréjus (1300) and Avignon (1310), who
became Pope John XXII in 1316. The canon law, as a living law tesponsive to
current ecclesiastical problems and preoccupations, had been fashioned by the
thirteenth-century decretalists to implement the pastoral ideals of the Fourth
Lateran Council, and by the end of the century a body of simple practical lit-
erature for the guidance of preachers, confessors and parish priests was taking
shape. Among the summaries popular during the fourteenth century were the
two great works of the elder Guillaume Durand, bishop of Mende, his Speczlum
Luris (¢. 1274) and Rationale Divinorum, which served as handbooks of the
canonical and liturgical duty of priests respectively; the use of John of
Freiburg’s Summa Confessorum, a digest of legal, theological and practical guide-
lines for parish priests (1295—1302), was even more widespread. This practical
literature both influenced the practice of priests and was modified by experi-
ence; and at the end of the century a new synthesis, more sensitive though no
more indulgent to human weakness, was made in the Opus Tripartitum and other
pastoral tracts of Jean Gerson, chancellor of Paris. These held the field
throughout the fifteenth century and beyond.

The substance of this body of teaching was imparted to the laity through
two main channels. The broadest was probably the medium of the sermon, an
increasingly frequent event in the life of townsmen and even rural communi-
ties. Innumerable sermons survive from the fourteenth century: their form,
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originally an academic exposition of a biblical text, was constantly modified to
conform to unlearned ears, and their content popularised with exempla or anec-
dotes with simple morals. The friars were the pacesetters of the popular
sermon: their styles, ranging from the elaborate classical stories of Robert
Holcot OP to the ‘raw homilies for the benefit of simple folk’ of Cardinal
Bertrand de la Tour or the elegant rhetorical turns of Filippo di Montecalerio
OFM, wete honed to the capacities of varying congregations. Though the vast
majority of sermons have been preserved in Latin, it is clear that they were
generally delivered in the vernaculat, often with powerful effect. Itinerant
preachers like the Catalan Dominican Vincent Ferrer, who between 1399 and
1419 travelled through France preaching to great crowds in the open air, were
believed to have a profound effect on public opinion, and the same was feared
of Lollard preachers in England and Hussites in Bohemia.

The sermon at its best was a potent instrument of persuasion, and its
influence upon the development of vernacular literature was profound. Yet the
second medium through which the religious thinking of the schools reached
the laity was arguably effective at the deeper level of the individual con-
science: the growing practice of private confession. This too had been devel-
oped by the friars, and in the course of the fourteenth century it became
common for at least the mote substantial of the laity to make individual
confessions at regular intervals, frequently though not universally to the men-
dicants. Literature for the guidance of confessors abounded; Summae Casunm,
collections of cases before ecclesiastical courts and of other material, like the
Summa Pisanella of Bartholomew of Pisa OFM, provided detailed advice and
plans for the questioning of penitents. Where the influence of the confessional
can be traced, it promoted, through the practice of private examination of
conscience, independent religious thinking on the part of the penitent; the
Livre de Seyntz Medicines of Henry of Grosmont, duke of Lancaster, a fresh and
original discourse on sins and their remedies, was one fruit of the sacrament
of penance. In the second half of the century it was becoming common
among the European noblesse to have a personalised prayer-book or book of
hours; originating in the Psalter, the book of hours developed into a com-
pendium of private devotions, offices of favourite saints and prayers derived
from contemplative works, according to individual taste; a late fourteenth-
century example from the diocese of Rodez, for instance, now in a Glasgow
library, contains a nativity mass and vespers with penitential psalms and lita-
nies in Provengal, presumably for a lay owner.

Traditionally, the most public and communal aspects of religious devotion
had focused on local saints, innumerable examples of which, originating in the
late antique or early medieval eras and generally canonised only by popular
acclaim, still attracted devotion in the fourteenth century. St Cuthbert, for

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



46 JEREMY CATTO

instance, the patron of Durham, at whose tomb the ‘inhabitants of the diocese
swore their most solemn oaths or took the cross’;? or St Eulalia the patron saint
of Barcelona, round whose tomb the kings of Aragon rebuilt the crypt (com-
pleted in 1339) to accommodate pilgrims, placing a gothic statue of the saint
in the church above. A regional cult might also focus on a newly recognised
saint and his relics: one of the most bizarre was the cult of Thomas Aquinas
at the Cistercian monastery of Fossanova in the kingdom of Naples, where
long before his canonisation in 1323 the monks and lay devotees, including the
saint’s family, vied with the Dominican friars over possession of parts of his
dismembered body: one result of which was the preservation of some of his
autograph writings as relics in the convent at Naples.

The cult of local saints achieved greatest definition in stable, well-recog-
nised communities which looked to a single, unshared intercessor. The careers
of a growing number of Europeans, however, made them mobile and there-
fore less inclined to look to a cult bound to particular places and shrines. Their
religious needs were sometimes satisfied by pilgrimage cults like that of St
James the Greater at Compostela or St Thomas Becket at Canterbury, or at the
end of the century by devotion to the hermit St Roch (d. «. 1380), whose cult
became a prophylactic against the plague. The most potent of these unlocal-
ised spiritual patrons was, of course, the Virgin; her cult, already well estab-
lished in ecastern Christianity, adopted from the twelfth century onwards a
personal and intimate note in the west, partly from association with the
humanity of Christ and partly from the ideal of courtly love. Spread through-
out Europe with the blessing of St Bernard, and through the active propaga-
tion of Franciscan and especially Carmelite preachers, the various feasts and
private devotions dedicated to Mary gained in popularity in the fourteenth
century: the Annunciation, portrayed in innumerable altarpieces; the Holy
Family, with its secondary cults of St Anne and the Presentation of Mary; the
Assumption; the Angelus, by 1400 often observed at noon as well as in the
evening; and the rosary, a personal aid to prayer which grew in popularity with
the advent of the devotio moderna.

Marian devotion could as well be expressed privately as in the public liturgy,
and its growth is one aspect of the proliferation of personal religion among
the laity. It was paralleled by numerous devotions, often originating as personal
cults and evolving into public feast, to facets of the incarnation or passion of
Christ, such as the Transfiguration, the Crown of Thorns, the Five Wounds
and the Holy Name. In contrast the cult of Corpus Christi, deriving as it did
from the canon of the mass, retained a public and communal character while
appealing equally to personal compassion for the suffering of Christ, and was

2 Dobson (1973), p. 28.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Chtrrents of religions thought and expression 47

therefore uniquely placed to be, in the following century, a channel through
which the offices of the liturgical year could be refreshed by the reviving waters
of inward devotion. Originating among the beguines of Liége before 1240, it
finally achieved universal status in 1317, and was rapidly taken up by lay reli-
glous fraternities everywhere, especially in towns; eucharistic processions,
rituals of unity associated with civic pride and sometimes enacted in hope or
remembrance of a local eucharistic miracle, proliferated. The procession in
turn, in the fifteenth century, became the focus of locally composed dramatic
reenactments of the Passion. At every stage the personalisation of the Euchar-
ist which the cult embodies touched a sensitive nerve, stimulating a widespread
personal response, and it is not surprising that differing notions of its proper
observance prompted violent controversy in the years around 1400.

Corpus Christi guilds were only one category among a bewildering variety of
confraternities, ranging from trade guilds, most developed in the great manu-
facturing towns of Italy, which usually had a religious aspect, through societies
dedicated to mutual insurance or to particular charities, to bodies bound by a
common rule, religious practice or even belief, which might attract official dis-
approval. Originating long before the fourteenth century, they proliferated after
1300 and their purposes came to be more precisely defined, as increasing
numbers of the laity of both sexes sought a specific form for their chatitable or
devotional aspirations. The establishment and running of hospitals was proba-
bly the commonest activity of confraternities, for instance that of La Scala at
Siena, where St Catherine had nursed the sick, or the hospital of St Bénézet at
Avignon. The disciplinati or flagellants formed a further species originating in the
thirteenth century, dedicated to performing public penance on behalf of the
community by mutual flagellation in the towns of southern Europe; organised
locally in numerous confraternities, their members were largely artisans, who
often combined flagellation with the cult of the Euchatist, as in Siena, or the
Holy Name, like the fraternity of Barcelona. Attracting a good deal more suspi-
cion than encouragement from Church authorities, they grew in numbers
because they had widespread lay support. Nevertheless the idea of assuming
public penance for the sins of a body of Christians derived from monastic dis-
cipline, and its popularity is one of many indices of the active development of
earlier monastic religious thinking at the hands of the fourteenth-century laity.

The fraternity probably served as a model for the many bodies of enthusi-
asts whose unorthodox beliefs and practices had singled them out, in the thir-
teenth century, for condemnation and suppression by Church authorities. The
cohesion of these groups of heretics is a matter of dispute. Most of them had
originated in the religious ferment of the late twelfth century, but the Cathars
or Albigensians, whose dualist principles and hierarchy of perfecti had made
numerous converts in Italy and southern France, survived persecution by 1300
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only in a few mountain villages, and may have disappeared entirely a few years
later. The Waldensian congregations of the fourteenth century, heirs of an
earlier wave of enthusiasm for the ideals of apostolic poverty and spiritual
simplicity, are a different matter. They too persisted in upland villages, mainly
in the Alps, though to what extent they were conscious of belonging to a sepat-
ate sect is uncertain. In addition, they had penetrated into Germany, where
small groups were to be found in some of the western and southern towns and
in villages in the eastern bordetlands, served evidently by secretive itinerant
‘masters’. Their distinctiveness, limited though it was, seems to have made
them generally unpopular with their neighbours, and the concerted effort made
to root them out of every part of Germany between 1392 and 1401 rested on
solid public support. It was not completely successful; some Waldensians sur-
vived to be greeted by the Hussites as torchbearers of true religion. But in
general they and other enthusiasts for poverty, such as the Fraticelli in Italy, had
little impact on popular religious practice.

Fraternities, being public bodies, did not in themselves provide spiritual sus-
tenance for the many laymen and especially women who sought individual reli-
glous experience in these years, though they probably made private initiative
casier. There is evidence from several parts of Europe, especially in the later
fourteenth century, of earnest deliberation on the part of both laity and clergy
on the right outward form of religious life, whether a monastic vocation, the
evangelical life of a friar, the solitary calling of the anchorite or recluse or a
contemplative life in the world, the ‘mixed’ life. While the considerable litera-
ture on the subject comes from the trained pens of the clergy, it was frequently
evoked by lay need of advice: Walter Hilton wrote a tract on the utility of the
religious life to guide the Carthusian vocation of the controller of the great
wardrobe, Adam Horsley and Gerson addressed a seties of tracts on medita-
tion to his sisters. The question whether to enter a religious order, and if so
which rule or community was appropriate to a particular vocation seems to
have been posed especially shatrply to trained men already embarked on a
career. Within the monastic and mendicant orders it was becoming clear that
some justification of the various orders’ ways of life was necessary in general
religious terms, and that justification might imply reform. Benedict XII had
issued new constitutions for all the major orders, and their implementation,
imperfect as it was, encouraged reflection on the mendicant and monastic
rules. Bartholomew of Pisa’s work in defence of Franciscan conformity to the
life of Christ was written about 1385; somewhat eatlier, a series of tracts on the
instruction of Benedictine novices had been composed anonymously at Bury
St Edmunds. Outside their orders of origin, these works were probably not
widely read, but they indicate their authors’ awateness of contemporary
opinion and aspirations.
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Both within and outside the established orders, however, the variety of
spiritual experience and the informality of the groups in which a religious life
was developed is striking. One such informal group was the famiglia of the
Dominican tertiary Catherine Benincasa, later canonised as St Catherine of
Siena, which she formed about herself, and extended in her correspondence,
between 1367 and 1380. It included her spiritual director Raymond of Capua
OP, later a reforming master-general of his order, the English hermit of
Leccato, William Flete OESA, and the Vallombrosan monk Giovanni dalle
Celle, all of whom, in spite of Catherine’s somewhat imperious tone in her cor-
respondence, were highly individual figures and spiritual advisers in their own
right. They respected her personal experience of God, which arose from intro-
spection: ‘my cell’, wrote Catherine, ‘will not be one of stone or wood, but that
of self-knowledge’.> Her influence was all the greater for not lowing through
established channels. The informal and voluntary communities established by
her contemporary Gerard Groote in the towns of the Ijssel valley in Holland
seem to have been similar associations of independent minds, whose private
devotions looked to no corporate support from the group beyond common
manual labour. Known therefore as Brethren of the Common Life (as distinct
from any special way of life), in the suspicious society of northern Europe they
needed to fight for the right to live together without a rule. Perhaps a third con-
temporary group was that of John Wyclif’s ‘poor preachers’, originally it would
seem a body of university-trained radical preachers; but no evidence of any
corporate activities, beyond preaching and producing vernacular books, now
survives. Both within established communities or religious orders and outside
them, in informal groupings or in the virtual isolation of some hermits and
recluses, the spiritual life of the age was determined by individual choices and
private forms of devotion.

In this context the debate on the relative merits of the active and the con-
templative life conducted by Italian intellectuals, a line of thought to which
Petrarch contributed by implication and Coluccio Salutati more explicitly, was
part of a wider choice faced not only by humanists but by the whole of the
educated European world, both laity and clergy, both men and women, in the
later fourteenth century. Petrarch, by temperament a man of the world, was
constantly and perhaps increasingly attracted by the monastic life, as he made
clear in his De Ocio Religiosorum and De Vita Solitaria. His admirer Salutati, as
chancellor of Florence, was professionally committed to public affairs, and
proposed to justify them, in 1372, in a book provisionally entitled De 17ta
Associabili et Operative; but after the painful crises of the 1370s he was less sure,
and by 1381 he could write a book of advice for a friend who had entered a

3 Fawtier and Canet (1948), p. 6o.
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monastic order, De Seculo et Religione, in which the monastic life is praised as the
highest ideal. The question continued to trouble him with ‘tensions and fre-
quent alternations between opposing attitudes’.* It is the same question which
Walter Hilton considered, though with rather less hesitation, and which
Gerson expounded to his sisters. If authors came to different conclusions, and
if many of them even failed to maintain a consistent answer, the choice which
it posed must have been real.

Amid the bewildering variety of religious aspirations expressed during the
century, it is possible to discern the outlines of a body of ideas, or themes,
which had been exposed by the ceaseless erosion of the immediate issues in
the ebb and flow of academic debate. As Aristotelian logic was absorbed and
then rapidly developed in the Paris schools, the eatlier cosmologies and light-
metaphysics gave way to more fundamental questions: first of all, in the 1270s,
the question of the unity or plurality of forms, on which the whole status of
life on earth, whether natural to man or merely a provisional state, or half-life,
seemed to depend; and then the great issues of God’s relation to creatures:
divine omnipotence and human freedom, God’s knowledge of creatures and
human knowledge of God, whether the Incarnation was merely a consequence
of the Fall of Man, and finally the relation of God’s grace to human merit.
These questions dominated the theology schools of Patis, Oxford and the
provinces of the orders of friars from about 1280 onwards, and even after two
generations of debate, which somewhat exhausted original thinking on them,
they remained the standard diet of academic theological exercises up to the six-
teenth century. In the process of arguing the questions, the role of the theo-
logian significantly altered: whereas thirteenth-century theologians, including
Aquinas, proposed to lay a solid, logically unassailable intellectual ground for
the Christian faith, on which sound pastoral or missionary work, ot specula-
tive mystical thought, might be based, Henry of Ghent, Duns Scotus and Peter
Autiol, acutely conscious of the systemic limits of human knowledge of God,
seemed to regard speculation itself as their task. Eventually, after William of
Ockham’s demolition of numerous accepted abstract concepts and the anti-
intellectualism of some neo-Augustinian theologians, the logical limits of
human knowledge came to be so well established that theological speculation
began to lose credit, leaving space for neoplatonic bodies of thought like that
of John Wyclif, or more generally for various forms of mystical theology.
Logic, first disciplining and then in effect strangling speculative theology, in this
last stage withdrew from the field.

The harbinger of the culminating phase of speculative religious thought,
between 1280 and 1320, was the Parisian secular master Henry of Ghent

4 Baron (1966), p. 109.
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(d. 1293), whose great series of quodlibets and disputed questions circulated
rapidly and widely. Here under various headings he addressed himself to the
fundamental nature of being as presented to the human intellect, bringing into
juxtaposition on a general level ideas innate in the mind, like potentiality or
being, and material realities apprehended by the senses. Taking these quite
familiar notions to a new level of abstraction, he posited two wholly distinct
otders of being, the wotld of existences as presented to the senses, which orig-
inated in creation, and the wotld of essences as known innately to the mind,
which owed their origin to the procession of the divine intellect. He thus pro-
posed, but did not resolve, a seties of stimulatingly indeterminate distinctions:
between the eternity of essence and the eternity of God; the abstraction of
essence and the concrete nature of individual substances; the indifference of
essence and the determinate properties of singularity and universality. His suc-
cessors and especially Duns Scotus sought to bridge the chasm he had created
between essence and existence; in the form of a stark contrast between the
possible and the actual wotlds, it would provoke theologians of the fourteenth
century to explore the logical limits of God’s omnipotence. The increasing
sense of tension between God’s overwhelming power and human contingency
was not, however, confined to the schools, as much devotional literatute of the
fourteenth century shows. Henry merely stated in the language of logic, and
theologians after him tried to resolve, questions which had come to dominate
religious thinking at several levels of sophistication.

Henry of Ghent’s formulation of these questions provided a text for the
leading theologians who followed him, most notably and influentially, of
course, John Duns Scotus, the Oxford-trained Franciscan theologian who also
taught in Paris and Cologne in the decade of activity before his early death in
1308. Scotus sought to bridge the disjunction of essences and existences
posited by his predecessor with the notion of being as such, exs in guantum ens,
as the object of knowledge. Human knowledge of God was limited: there was
a distinction between theologia nostra, God as conceived by man, and #heologia
Dei, God as he really was. Aware then of the limits of human reason in appre-
hending God, but following Augustine and Anselm ‘who believed that they
laboured meritoriously in trying to understand what they believed’,” he
attempted to grasp something of the nature of God’s freedom of the will
through the notion of human free will. Human will was free in regard to oppo-
site acts, to burn or not to burn for instance, tending to opposite objects and
producing opposite effects. Mutable in itself and therefore imperfect, it nev-
ertheless carried a vestige of the divine will in its character as an active potency

5 ‘Augustinus et Anselmus crediderunt se meritorie laborare ut intelligerent quod crediderunt.” John
Duns Scotus, Ordinatio 11 d. 1. q. 3, cited by Wolter (1986), p. 5.
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or a causal principle, a principle of creativity. But the human will is subject to
rational and natural inclinations, to love what is good for its own sake; and such
love is perfected by God’s gratuitous grace, making the well-ordered will truly
and innately free. God’s perfect freedom of will lacks human mutability, having
instead the rmitas or steadfast will which is the perfection of its rational
inclinations; it is thus both perfectly determined and perfectly free. Like crea-
tion itself, the incarnation of Christ is an absolutely free act of God’s love,
independent of human causality; it could not be merely a consequential
remedy for original sin. Scotus defended the Franciscan doctrine of the
immaculate conception of Mary by the priority of the incarnation to any
human action, which placed her relationship with Christ, her motherhood,
outside the inheritance of Adam’s sin.

Among a wealth of perceptions characteristic of Scotus’s thought, includ-
ing univocity, the being-ness of beings, and haecceitas, their this-ness — itself a
development of the Franciscan preference for arguing that things were know-
able in their irreducible singularity, which he defended emphatically — the idea
of the freedom of the human will as a perfection sharing in God’s perfect
freedom was perhaps the most potent religious idea. Like much of his thought,
it was rooted in Franciscan theology and spirituality with its strong and con-
crete sense of the individual, its concentration on the notion of divine and
human will perfected in charity or love, and its interpretation of theology as a
practical rather than a speculative science; for Scotus, theology was the science
of freedom and its perfection in charity, as distinct from philosophy, the
science of nature, the realm of cause and necessary effect. His achievement
was to reinterpret them in the light of Henry of Ghent’s refinement of the
notions of actual and possible being and of what was free and what necessary
to God, giving them the intellectual coherence and strength to endure, even to
absorb the effects of the new logic of the fourteenth century. Had he lived
longer, he might have emerged from the disciplined professionalism of his
theological teaching. There are some signs even in his most technical works
that his analysis of the nature of God rested on a contemplative vision: in the
prayer to God with which he closed his late tract De Primo Principio, he invoked
God’s formal qualities first in the language of the schools, and then in more
mystical terms ‘communicating the rays of your goodness most liberally, you
are boundless good, to whom as the mostlovable thing of all every single being
in its own way comes back to you as its ultimate end’.®

In the republic of academic theology, the solutions of Scotus to these

¢ “Tu bonus sine termino, bonitatis tuae radios liberalissime communicans, ad quem amabilissimum

singula suo modo recurrunt ut ad ultimum suum finem.” Scotus, De Primo Principio, p. 144, cited by
Wolter (1986), p. 8.
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current questions were discussed, modified and developed by numerous
independent thinkers; ‘Scotism’ never achieved more than a modest degree of
coherence as a body of doctrine. They were most effective in maintaining a
measure of human freedom and individuality in the many discordant
responses to the question of God’s omnipotence in relation to creatures and
to the laws of nature, a question which involved the moral problem of God’s
gratuitous grace and human merit. These questions presented themselves first
and most sharply to theologians, but in some form they concerned a far wider
body of believers: laymen and old women, according to William of Ockham,
badgered theologians on questions of contingency and free will,” and they
were in the mind of the author of the English religious poem Pear/. A further
stage in defining them was reached shortly after Scotus’s death with the effort
of largely English logicians and theologians to simplify the terms of theolog-
ical debate and subject them to a more rigorous logic; this task was primarily,
though not exclusively, undertaken by William of Ockham, another Franciscan
theologian, shortly before and after 1320. The use of ‘terminist’ logic, the
analysis of the properties of terms, and the introduction of the measure lan-
guage of physics, concentrated attention on epistemological questions such as
the limits of human knowledge of God and of the truths of faith; and with
every new application of modern logic, the agreed body of theological
propositions open to logical demonstration diminished, leaving a theology
increasingly divorced from the natural order and saved from indeterminacy
only by accepted Christian doctrine. By the 1320s, first in Oxford and soon also
in Paris, where ‘English’ logic was increasingly fashionable, the metaphysical
issues which had concerned Scotus, like essence and existence, were in retreat.

Nevertheless theology, in the middle third of the fourteenth century, did not
lose sight of the great religious issues which Henry of Ghent and his contem-
poraties had clarified. In the hands of Franciscan theologians like Adam
Woodham, Austin friars such as Gregory of Rimini or secular masters such as
Thomas Bradwardine and Richard Fitzralph, debate focused on two main,
interrelated issues: how divine foreknowledge could be reconciled with future
contingents, events determined by human will, and how God’s gratuitous
grace, uncaused by any human agency, could be related to the meritorious acts
of man without undermining the notion of free will. The necessity of retain-
ing a place for human choice in a theology dominated by the idea of God’s
omnipotence brought some theologians to adopt ‘semi-Pelagian’ views, justi-
fying the efficacy of human merit for salvation, such as Adam Woodham or
the Parisian theologian John of Mirecourt. But the tide of opinion was flowing

7 William of Ockham, Contra Benedictum, 111, Opera Politica 111, p. 231.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



54 JEREMY CATTO

strongly in the opposite direction, and the statement of such views merely
provoked their ‘Augustinian’ opponents to condemn opinions which were no
longer seen as mere academic differences, but as challenges to faith itself. The
defenders of human participation in the task of salvation were, to
Bradwardine, ingrates and enemies of grace, and their appeal to reason and
experience in justification of free will was a form of derangement.® Though in
his great defence of the doctrine of predestination, De Causa Dei contra
Pelagianos, published in 1344, he attempted to reconcile his view that every
event happens of necessity with at least the form of human free will, his deep
conviction that God’s grace was uttetly gratuitous and that it caused, rather
than responded to, metitorious acts broke out from the restraints of an acad-
emic issue.

In the wake of Gregory of Rimini and Thomas Bradwardine the theo-
logians of the second half of the century, Hugolinus of Orvieto and
Dionysius of Montina in Paris and John Wyclif in Oxford generally main-
tained a predestinatian view of grace and salvation. The gradual reformulation
of the question as one of individual justification reveals something of its reli-
gious significance. It was discussed by theologians who were themselves, or
were close to, preachers and confessors involved in the pastoral work of the
Chutch. The revival of biblical scholatship and its constant application in
preaching, missionary work, the reformulation of doctrinal points through dis-
cussion with theologians of the separated Churches of eastern Christianity,
and the practice of confession broadened the scope of their thought, as the
vast range of non-philosophical and non-theological authorities cited by
Bradwardine goes to show. He and his contemporaries, acutely aware of the
constant human decisions which men of the world — to whom many of them
were confessors — had to make, seem to have seen the doctrine of God’s gra-
tuitous grace and predestination of the saved as a soutce of consolation and
steadfast faith, not of despair. For Bradwardine, the realisation of this truth
was almost a religious revelation, ‘a mountain of inaccessible truth’;’ and in
varying degrees, theologians were beginning to recoil from ‘useless’ specula-
tion and to take refuge in what they regarded as solid or simple verities.
Bradwardine’s Oxford contemporary Richard Fitzralph contrasted the light of
scripture with his earlier theological speculations, as vain as the ‘frogs and
toads’ croaking in his native Irish bog: a perspective which Wyclif also shared.
At the end of the century the Parisian theologian Jean Gerson would condemn
the questions discussed in the schools as useless, fruitless and insubstantial.
These opinions were not entirely fair to the debates in Paris, Oxford and many

8 Bradwardine, De Cansa Dei contra Pelagianos, p. 309.
¥ “Ipse me deduces in montem huius inaccessibilis veritatis.’ Ibid., p. 808.
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of the theological faculties in the new universities of the empire, where the
limits of the possible universe and God’s omnipotence continued to be
explored with truly remarkable freedom; but they accorded with the outward-
looking, pastoral aspect of theologians’ work, and were echoed in the awak-
ening interest in religious questions of the world outside the universities.

This common rejection of the speculations of earlier theologians has come
to be seen, by historians of medieval thought and by students of the eatly
humanists alike, as clear evidence of the decline of ‘scholasticism’, the sup-
posed system of thought of the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century uni-
versities. In the light of the impressive though extremely various intelligence
of many religious writers of the century after 1350, however, such an inter-
pretation seems doubtful. It is, rather, the effect of a general shift of interest
in religious questions towards the moral perspective of the individual, bring-
ing into focus questions of personal justification and salvation and, more
broadly, questions of conscience. It would be a mistake to exaggerate the
abstraction or unworldliness of even the most remote philosophers of the
eatly fourteenth century; and in the following generations the concerns of a
wider wotld would come to the fore. At the hands of the educated men of the
wortld, active clergy or laity who concentrated on these questions, the unchang-
ing philosophical problems of theology, the problems brought to light by the
application of rigorous logic to religious truths, gave ground to historical and
ecclesiological speculations on the stages of the Christian dispensation, the
origin, destiny and constitution of the community of the faithful, and the chat-
acter of public religious cult and personal devotion. At the beginning of the
fourteenth century, numerous accounts of Christian history and eschatology
were widely current. Many Franciscans, notably St Bonaventure, had seen
the appearance of St Francis as a work of divine mercy, restoring the virtue
of the primitive Church and, in some eyes, preparing for the imminent end of
the wotld; and Peter John Olivi, the champion of rigorous Franciscan poverty,
had developed this notion in the light of the theories of Joachim of Fiore into
an account of Christian history in seven ages, ending with the final age of the
spirit ushered in by the conversion of the whole world by the friars. An alter-
native Joachite view was that of the visionary Fra Dolcino, who was burnt in
1306, dividing history into four states on the basis of the Apocalypse. These
views appealed primarily to fanatics on the fringes of the educated world; but
for Dante, who was much more widely read, the decline of ancient virtue, of
the rational principles of Roman law and of the pure religion of the Apostles
was part of a providential pattern of history, which would be reversed in an
imminent renovatio mundi when true Roman rule would be restored.

These accounts of pagan and Christian history circulated among a
European laity and clergy increasingly aware of the spatial as well as the
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temporal frontiers of the Christian world. Much had happened in the
thirteenth century to bring into focus not only the world of Islam, but the
Mongol empire and the remote civilisations of the far east. The translation of
Muslim and Jewish philosophical works, familiar to most theologians, had
shown that not all wisdom had been transmitted through the Latin or even the
Greek fathers; and the first missionaries to reach the Mongol khans and make
contact with the network of Nestorian Christians in central Asia offered some
hope, in their reports, of immeasurably widening the frontiers of Christendom.
Among scholats who hoped to bring Muslims to accept Christianity by rea-
soning, the Majorcan Ramon Lull, a Franciscan tertiary, was perhaps the most
influential with his various ‘arts’ or guides to the conversion of non-Christians;
his knowledge of Islam and of Muslim philosophy, as well as of the Jewish
intellectual tradition, encouraged him to found his efforts on the common
ground of the three monotheistic religions. His projects for teaching oriental
languages were adopted by the Council of Vienne in 1312, and his plans for a
crusade, together with his reflections on conversion, had some influence in the
milieu of the French court. Here for the rest of the century educated laymen
with some knowledge of the Orient, like the Venetian merchant Marino Sanudo
Torsello or the knight and publicist Philippe de Méziéres, tried to fire crusad-
ing enthusiasm with intelligence and specific information. Knowledge of non-
Christian cultures was widespread, if limited, in the fourteenth century, and the
discussion of points of doctrine in which the papal curia engaged with various
Armenian prelates between 1320 and 1350 resulted in the work of Richard
Fitzralph, De Questionibus Armenorum, which considered several aspects of doc-
trine outside the framework of the schools. The question of the salvation of
heathen peoples, including those who had lived before the Christian era and
unbaptised infants, was raised by the Oxford theologian John Uthred of
Boldon and had some currency in the later part of the century. By 1415,
although Christian missions in the east had diminished and Islam was in the
ascendant in the Balkans, the intellectual frontier of Christendom had notably
expanded, and awareness of other religious traditions was widespread. The
groundwork for the heroic, if ultimately doomed, attempt to reunite
Christendom at the Council of Florence in 1438—9 had already been laid.
These lines of thought, modifying abstract philosophical speculation, had
been stimulated largely by external circumstance. They were further modified
by events within the Christian west. In 1302 Philip IV of France brought his
quarrel with Boniface VIII to a head with a violent outrage on the pope’s
person at Anagni. The drama of the event provoked urgent thought on
the nature of ecclesiastical authority and of the Church as a corporate
body: the theologian John of Paris, who analysed the Church as a community,
and the varying views of the canonists John Monachus and Guillaume Durand
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the younger, who applied the same principles to the Roman curia and to the
body of bishops, looked to natural law and Aristotle to provide a general solu-
tion; and papal apologists such as Augustinus Triumphus of Ancona shared
their opponents’ approach. But by the 13205 and 13308, when John XXII’s
assault on the Franciscan claim to a unique place in the Christian dispensation
caused dissident friars to speculate on the problem of an heretical pope,
William of Ockham, exiled at the court of Emperor Lewis at Munich,
redefined the question as one for the individual conscience of theologians or
others in places of responsibility, whose duty it was to question and ultimately
to judge public authority. Ockham’s perspective was shared by the protagonists
of the controversy over the nature of dominion launched by Richard Fitzralph
at the curia in 1350: originally fuelled by his objections, as archbishop of
Armagh, to the interference of the friars in his clergy’s pastoral work, it devel-
oped into a critique of their claims to poverty and practice of mendicancy, and
then into speculation on the nature of ecclesiastical dominion, in which the
thesis was propounded both by Fitzralph and some of his opponents thatlegit-
imate dominion depended on its possessor being in a state of grace, and was
therefore, for practical purposes, exposed to the subjective judgement of con-
science. Proponents of these ideas could be found both at Paris and at the new
university of Prague; but their most eloquent advocate was the theologian John
Wyclif at Oxford in the 1370s. Originally a supporter of Fitzralph’s friar critics,
Wyclif took further than his contemporaries the notion of personal con-
science and judgement in his great tract De Civili Dominio (1375—7); finding the
only earthly expression of the eternal ideas inherent in God in the word of
scripture, he left its specific meaning to the interior judgement of its readers.
The immediate reaction to Wyclif’s opinions on authority, which he
extended into a wide-ranging rejection of both ecclesiastical hierarchy and
popular religious practices, including the cult of the Eucharist, was hostile.
Nevertheless his ideas found favour in varying degrees among numerous
Oxford masters and some of the bien-pensant opinion of the English court,
among whom plans for the disendowment of the Church circulated; a group
of his followers executed, in semi-secrecy, an ambitious project of evangelisa-
tion which included a scholatly translation of the Bible into English, a body of
model English sermons and texts and a campaign of preaching tours designed
to bring the authority of bishops and priests into question. Their independent
stance was echoed elsewhere in Europe. In Paris, reforming university masters
like Pierre d’Ailly, Gerson and Nicholas de Clamanges gave only qualified
support to Benedict X111, the Avignonese claimant to the papacy; in Rome, the
papal secretary Dietrich of Niem was even less enthusiastic about the Roman
or eventually the Pisan claimants; and in Prague a succession of reformers, cul-
minating in Dr Jan Hus, took up Wyclif’s call to action and challenged the
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authority of the Church. Though the Bohemian schism which followed falls
outside the present chapter, the opinions from which it sprang were wide-
spread, and were reinforced by the schism in the papacy and the consequent
necessity for a personal judgement on authority. The crisis imposed even on
bishops and secular princes who prided themselves on their orthodoxy the
obligation to make their own judgement; contemporary canonists such as
Antonio de Butrio came to their rescue with the idea of e¢pieikeia or necessity
obliging private conscience. Public issues, when the Council of Constance
opened in 1414, had moved firmly into the arena of the forum internum ot indi-
vidual judgement.

The recourse to conscience opened up to those who ‘stand in activity by
outward form of living’ a logic of internal spirituality, a personal path to
justification and grace; and by the closing years of the fourteenth century the
idea of the spiritual development of the wiator, the pilgrim through life, had
taken sufficient shape to allow for a specific literature of contemplation. The
practitioners of the art, themselves often members of religious orders,
addressed their work, which was often written in a vernacular language, to
nuns, anchoresses o, increasingly, to the laity. In the hands of Meister Eckhart,
Catherine of Siena and Walter Hilton the literature of contemplation reached
new levels of insight and perception, and taken as a whole remains one of the
most original achievements of the fourteenth century.

The art or practice of contemplation did not, of course, originate in this
period. Its origin, in the western tradition, lay in the Augustinian idea that the
love of God was the basis of understanding, and in its division by the pseudo-
Dionysius into putgative, illuminative and unitive phases; germinating in the
solitude idealised by monks and anchorites, and taking form from the prayers
and meditations of St Anselm, it had reached explicit expression in the monas-
tic school of St Victor in twelfth-century Paris. Hugh of St Victor may well
have been the first to give the term its first distinct religious meaning, and
seems also to have sketched out the stages by which the pilgrim mounts to
God. The idea of a journey of the soul towards God had been elaborated by
his successor Richard of St Victor, for whom the love and knowledge of God
were ultimately identical and, since he did not distinguish natural under-
standing from mystical knowledge of God, theology and contemplation were
in essence the same. His ‘speculative’ mysticism was the basis of the intellec-
tual approach taken by the Rhineland mystical writers of the fourteenth
century to the contemplative expetiences of the nuns and beguines under their
direction. A century after Richard, the Franciscan theologian Bonaventure had
defined the object of contemplation more specifically, by focusing it on the
incarnation and passion of Christ, aspects of his humanity on which
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Franciscan devotion turned. By making it a subject of the spiritual direction
which the friars were developing, he broadened its appeal beyond the monas-
tic world of the Victorines, and opened it to communities of nuns and
anchoresses who were bound by a less formal rule; the purgative, illuminative
and unitive stages of contemplation which, following the pseudo-Dionysius,
he made its framework, marked out what was beginning to be at once a more
widely populat and a more deeply individual way of spiritual progress.

At the same time, perhaps under the influence of the friars, loose religious
communities or confraternities, whose distinctive mark was devotion to the life
and passion of Christ, were springing up especially in the towns of Italy and
the Rhineland. Women were prominent among them, particularly in Germany
and the Low Countries, and in many of their surviving utterances the language
of secular love poetry is adapted to contemplation: this brautmystik or bridal
imagery was characteristic of the poetry of the Dutch contemplative
Hadewijch of Antwerp, whose note of ecstatic union with God seems to show
that her idea of the return of fallen man to his creator by means of love was
derived from her own religious expetience, though possibly given form,
through the friars, by the literary tradition of the Victorines. Guided by spiri-
tual directors though she and her contemporaries probably were, their religious
experiences were certainly not mere literary devices in the autobiographical
writings, letters and notes which many of them composed, and testify to a
widespread and autonomous movement. Occasionally enthusiasm outran the
limits of orthodoxy among the loosely controlled communities of beguines,
beghards or flagellants, and antinomian tendencies emerged from time to time
in groups like the Brethren of the Free Spirit in Germany or the Fraticelli in
Italy. In one expression of such emancipation from the pursuit of virtue, 7he
Mirror of Simple Souls evidently written by Marguerite Poréte of Valenciennes,
who was burned in 1310, contemplation replaced the moral life altogether.
Morte frequently, however, the influence of friar directors like Henry of Halle
OP, the adviser of the contemplative Mechtilde of Magdeburg, was strong
enough to maintain the link between the teaching of the schools and spiritual-
ity. Though the religious expetience of the contemplatives was authentic, it was
increasingly expressed through theological concepts, and sometimes in the
very words of their confessors or directors.

One of these spiritual directors, who clearly shared in the contemplative life
and experience of his flock, was the Dominican friar Meister Eckhart (d. 1327),
the leading figure of the Rhineland school of spirituality. Eckhart belonged by
training and vocation to the small elite of theologians educated at Paris who
carried their Thomist interpretation of religious truth into the heartland of
Germany in sermons, guides to the spiritual life and commentaries on scripture.
Much of his work, like that of his Dominican or Franciscan contemporaries
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engaged in pastoral activity, was uncontroversial. But he went further: he
petfected an intellectualist and indeed metaphysical interpretation of the wesern-
mystik or notion of contemplative union with God, which owed something to
Aquinas, and more perhaps to the Neoplatonist inspiration of the Jewish and
Arabic philosophers whose works were known in the universities of the west.
The germ of this idea had already been expressed, though not in philosophical
language, by Hadewijch of Antwerp. It was now given a speculative gloss at the
hands of a theologian, and taught to Dominican nuns, and possibly to the laity,
in sermons and treatises. Eckhart took the earlier notion of purgation ot spit-
itual stripping away on to a metaphysical plane, seeing creatures as nothingness,
secking their very being from their return to and participation in God. Putting
aside all created things, the ‘ground’ of the soul emerges as an uncreated being,
part of God himself where the divine life can take root in a human individual.
For Eckhart, the path of contemplation thus transcends the moral and sacra-
mental life, transforming its pilgrim into the ‘noble’ man, one with the
Godhead. Eckhart’s spiritual direction therefore took the wesenmystik further
than ever before, making it a coherent process of spiritual growth, and giving
it a solid theological explanation in more ot less Thomist terms. At his hands
contemplation became a distinct art, independent of the life of prayer and
moral progress for which the religious vocation had come to be formed.

In the atmosphere of controversy in which the friars moved during
Eckhart’s later years, it was inevitable that his teaching should come under sus-
picion of antinomian and pantheistic tendencies. He was forced to explain and
defend his position, and died at Avignon before he could clear his name; some
though not all senses in which his doctrine could be understood were con-
demed in 1329, though Eckhart himself was spared. One feature of his writ-
ings which probably intensified opposition was their vernacular language: in
spite of the subtlety of his doctrine, his sermons and some expositions were
written in German — almost the first abstractions to appear in that language —
for the Dominican nuns under his direction, and were therefore open to the
use and abuse of the laity. His brethren continued the spiritual direction of
Dominican nuns and other communities of women, giving rise to a Rhineland
‘school’ of speculative mysticism; younger colleagues of Eckhart, the preacher
Johann Tauler, Henry Suso and Henry of Nérdlingen influenced other teach-
ers outside the order, like the Flemish Augustinian canon Jan Ruysbroeck, the
anonymous Teutonic knight who wrote the 7heologia dentsch, and the ‘Friend of
God of the Obetland’, who may have been the Strasburg visionary Rulman
Merswin. They were the confessors and guides of a growing company of
largely female disciples, many of whom described visions and revelations or
wrote mystical poetry: the Dominican convents at Colmar and Toss, the
Johannites of Isle-Verte near Strasburg, and the Augustinians of Groenendael

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Churrents of religions thought and expression 61

in Brabant were active centres of Eckhart’s art of contemplation. Perhaps the
most perceptive mentor of these communities was Eckhart’s younger confrere
Henry Suso (d. 1366), whose life of ascetic contemplation and spiritual coun-
selling, largely at Ulm, became a model for many of them, and whose writings,
which presented the wesenmystik without the excesses attributed to Eckhart,
were very widely read. In his Horologium Sapientiae, of which there is also a
German version, he combined the determined introspection of the Rhineland
school with the simple and universally popular devotion to the Virgin and to
the Passion of Christ, which looks forward to the devotio moderna. Suso recog-
nised the individuality and variety of religious experience and the growing
body of practical literature on the subject; and he was perhaps the first to state
explicitly that the stony path of contemplation was open to all.

It was certainly open to non-religious who did not wish to live in organised
communities with a rule: to Catherine of Siena, for instance, who about 1367
chose to live in the world as a Dominican tertiary among a various body of dis-
ciples and associates, though she evidently had the services of Raymond of
Capua OP as her spititual director. Both his account of her, the Leggenda
Maiora, and some of her own writings survive; among the latter, which includes
a large collection of her letters and some prayers, her Dialggo of 1377-8 was
particularly widely read and often translated. The absence of speculative lan-
guage in her works may not especially distinguish her from her German and
Dutch contemporaries, since the works of nuns such as Margaret Ebner and
Suso’s biographer Elizabeth Stigel are equally free from it: speculative mysti-
cism was the province of their mentors, theologians like Suso himself and
Eckhart. In fact Catherine’s theme of the soul’s ascent from sin through
various grades of discernment and love to eventual union with God, and the
identification of God with what is and the sinner with nothingness are stressed
in the Dialogo, the fruit perhaps of her Dominican instruction. What was more
particularly her own was her assertiveness and confident association of her
individual vision of God with the need to reform the evils of the world: like
John Wyclif, her contemporary, she identified these evils with the failure of the
clergy to give a moral lead, and more specifically with the absence of the papal
court from Rome. Interior spirituality or ‘self-knowledge’ must be associated
with the apostolate of the Church, and with a reformed and ordered public
religion, a theme taken up in the fifteenth century. For Catherine, the recall of
lost sheep to conformity with God’s will was a work of charity, by which the
genuine life of contemplation would be known.

Catherine of Siena combined humility with the authority of holiness, an
authority which seems to have been respected even by Gregory XI when she
admonished him for residing at Avignon. It was one sign of the diffusion of
spiritual leadership in the course of the century; in parallel with and in some
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ways as the result of the proliferation of theological learning, the spread of
knowledge of the art of contemplation at the hands of the friars allowed local
spiritual counsellors to emerge, to influence a restricted clientele or even, in
time and through their disciples or writings, a larger body of devotees. One
such was Rulman Merswin (d. 1381), the Strasburg banker whose community
at Isle-Verte had some influence on the upper Rhine; another was Gerard
Groote. The most influential, however was the English hermit Richard Rolle
(d. 1349), whose followers and writings gradually made him known, first in his
native Yorkshire and then throughout England and even beyond. Though
Rolle was evidently at Oxford about 1320 and must have had some exposute
to the teaching of theologians, he had no obvious spiritual mentor, and looked
back to the monastic precedents of the twelfth century. Like the German nuns
of his own time, he described, in Latin and English, his own experiences; using
the physical analogues of heat, sweetness and harmony and the popular lan-
guage of love, he tried to convey the essence of an early spiritual crisis when
he ‘knew the infusion and understanding of heavenly, spiritual sounds, sounds
which pertain to the song of eternal praise, and to the sweetness of unheard
melody’.10 Rolle set up his hermitage near Pickering and then at Hampole;
gradually, and not without opposition, he managed to diffuse his concept of
the contemplative life, through personal contacts, sermons and guides like his
Form of Living, among his neighbours. His work bore fruit: besides disciples like
the recluse Margaret Kirkby and the nuns of Hampole, after his death the bur-
geoning Carthusian houses of northern England took up and proliferated his
works, and the circle of clerics round Thomas Arundel, archbishop of York
(1388—96), used them as a part of pastoral instruction to instil a habit of
domestic devotion among the laity. This was in accord with the direction taken
by Gerard Groote and Catherine of Siena, from the intense speculative mysti-
cism offered by Eckhart and the German Dominicans to nuns enclosed and
under a religious rule, to experiences which were less intellectual and more
direct, which might be achieved not only in corporate or solitary enclosure but
in the world, by the interior detachment of active laymen in what Walter Hilton
called the ‘mixed life’.

The two English spiritual writers who developed the theme of a contem-
plative life in the world, Hilton and the anonymous author of the Clond of
Unknowing, were writing north of the Trent in the last two decades of the
fourteenth century, and evidently knew and influenced each other. Writing in
the wake of Richard Rolle, they aimed to correct the excesses of his physical,

10" ‘Flagrante autem sensibiliter calore illo inestimibiliter suavi usque ad infusionem et percepcionem
soni celestis vel spiritualis, qui ad canticum pertinet laudis aeterne et suavitatem invisibilis melodie.”
Rolle, Zncendinm Amoris, p. 189, trans. Wolters (1972), p. 93.
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rather unrestrained language, and to bring the practice of contemplation into
the sphere of approved devotional exercises. Both of them wrote their prin-
cipal works in English for disciples under religious vows, and Hilton also
counselled educated friends in Latin. The author of 7he Cloud, who was
perhaps a Carthusian of Beauvale, learnt from the pseudo-Dionysius and the
Victorines the idea, congenial to fourteenth-century theologians like
Bradwardine and Gregory of Rimini, of the absolute incomprehensibility of
God; and developed further than his predecessors the concept of the soul’s
progress through the darkness of unknowing, the emptying of the mind of
sense. Unlike Eckhart, but like Richard Rolle, he saw the contemplative life
as a process of the will culminating in the love of God, rather than an intel-
lectual progression. Walter Hilton (d. 1396) was a Cambridge canon lawyer
who abandoned his secular life to enter the Augustinian house of canons at
Thurgarton in Nottinghamshire, after a brief and unsatisfactory experiment
with solitude. Perhaps for this reason he went further than his contempo-
raries in defining the tasks of the active and the contemplative life; he con-
ceived both, like his contemporary Coluccio Salutati, in positive terms,
advising one friend, John Thorpe, to live virtuously in the wotld, and another,
Adam Horsley, to become a Carthusian monk. His Seale of Perfection was
written for an anchoress, though its precepts were more widely relevant. Like
his predecessors, he distinguished three grades of contemplation, all of them
characterised as forms of burning love, though he attributed a special under-
standing to the highest grade; but he rejected the idea that it removed the
contemplative from the moral sphere or from religious obligations. In prin-
ciple contemplation and the struggle of the ordinary Christian against sin
were the same, and in various forms the contemplative life was open to all.
Hilton, like Catherine of Siena and other spiritual writers of the later four-
teenth century, extended the concept of the contemplative life from a special
vocation for individuals living under a rule to encompass, albeit less completely,
the life of the laity. Their precepts were probably most influential among
recluses; though Julian of Norwich had evidently not read Hilton’s works or the
Cloud when she wrote hetr Book of Showings or Revelations about 1393, it is their
equal in penetration and learning, and she was probably formed by similar coun-
sellors; she in turn through her unrivalled clarity and simplicity of expression
powerfully influenced others in a wider devotional world. Religious orders ded-
icated to the contemplative life flourished, particularly the Carthusian commu-
nities, whose numbers multiplied considerably in the course of the century, the
Celestines and a few houses of nuns and priests of the new Brigittine Order,
founded by the Swedish recluse and visionary St Brigit (d. 1373). One of the
primary activities of these houses came to be the copying and dissemination of
contemplative literature, often in the vernacular, for lay devotion, and it is
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largely due to them that so many copies exist of the works of Suso, Catherine
of Siena, and other spiritual authors.

It was equally one of the tasks undertaken by the loosely organised follow-
ers of Gerard Groote in the Low Countties, who were sometimes known as
the Brethren of the Common Life; they too embraced the less exalted, intense
and speculative form of contemplation, or devotio moderna, which in a general
sense was characteristic of Catherine of Siena or Julian of Norwich. The first
brethren grouped round Gerard Groote owed something to the example and
spirituality of Ruysbroeck at Groenendael; but Ruysbroeck’s De gheestelijke bru-
Jocht, spititual espousals, developed a personal form of speculative mysticism
in the tradition of Eckhart which failed to influence them. For them, as for
Groote, contemplation was the perfection of charity, a state of mind from
which pastoral work, especially preaching and spiritual counsel, stemmed.
After Groote’s death in 1384, his disciple Florent Radewijns founded a house
of canons at Windesheim which served as a focus for the communities of
brethren, and eventually, either in itself or through its many daughter houses,
came to be identified with them. The greatest work of fifteenth-century
spitituality, Thomas 4 Kempis’s Jwitation of Christ, was written at the daughter
house of Zwolle.

Ruysbroeck’s work with its occasionally pantheistic phrases was shatply crit-
icised by a theologian whose spititual counsel nevertheless was akin to, if more
intellectual than, the devotio moderna: Jean Gerson (d. 1429). It was a sign of the
maturity of the genre that Gerson, chancellor of the university of Paris and
heir of its long engagement with theological questions, should have read the
principal contributions made to spiritual writing during the century, and have
added to it himself repeatedly in his long literary career. The main body of his
work was in the pastoral field, to which he brought not only the insights of a
theologian but the perspective of a leading churchman and, above all, the
psychological understanding of a confessor and preacher; and as a pastor, he
firmly placed the starting-point of the mystical way in humble penitence,
declaring, in his French tract of 1400 for lay use, 7he Mountain of Contemplation,
that it was open to any believer. Moreover he meant what he said, pouring out
astream of homely images to express a sophisticated mystical theology: to pray
should be like a beggar going cap in hand to the Virgin, to the saints, to Christ;
the relation of love and knowledge in contemplation is like that of honey to
the honeycomb which gives it form; the love of the world is a cage which the
bird only sees when he tries to fly away; knowledge by negation, which the soul
must acquite, is like watching a sculptor create a beautiful image by chiselling
material away. This last Dionysian image indicates his return to the ultimate
source of contemplative thought; at his death he was working on a com-
mentary on the mystical theology of the pseudo-Dionysius.
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Gerson’s reflections on the work of his predecessors indicate his scholarly
sense of the achievements of the past. Indeed he may be seen as the
beneficiary of both the intellectual and the spiritual inheritance of the four-
teenth century: as a pastor and writer on penitence he carried the programme
set out at the Fourth Lateran Council and initiated by the friars beyond the
pulpit, beyond the sphetre of public morality into the realm of inner spiritual
life, encouraging his contemporaties in self-knowledge, prayer and hope. He
was therefore able to formulate, for the French clergy and court and eventu-
ally, through the Council of Constance, for a wider body of believers, a public
religion which accommodated the conscience and devotions of the laity within
an ordered, authoritative but responsive Church. His theology brought the
great religious issues of the fourteenth-century schools, grace, predestination
and human merit, to bear on the salvation of souls and the call of individual
conscience, and thus united theological and spiritual precepts in a coherent
body of ideas on the cure of souls, on which his practical advice ranged from
episcopal visitation to the schooling of children. In this, though much of his
thought touched on issues such as justification and Church order which would
become acute in the sixteenth century, he was a child of his time. In the course
of the fourteenth century, the formidable and now highly professionalised
bodies of theological thinking, canon law and systematic spirituality made
room for lay religious aspirations and for the lay conscience. Gerson, though
a pioneer in this process, was only one of a host of figures, lay and clerical,
whose personal religion and private conscience created the new religious land-
scape of the fifteenth century.
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CHAPTER 4

THE UNIVERSITIES

Jacques Verger

THE UNIVERSITY NETWORK

ALTHOUGH there were still relatively few universities in western Europe in the
fourteenth century, they occupied an unchallenged and powerful position in
the development and diffusion of learning. The major centres of the university
network remained the oldest universities, which had been founded at the
beginning of the thirteenth century at Bologna, Paris and Oxford. Their pres-
tige was unrivalled, and they attracted the largest numbers of students. They
were both bench-marks for teaching standards and models for the institutional
framework of newer foundations.

A dozen other universities appeared in the course of the thirteenth century,
but their influence was much smaller. Although some, such as Cambridge or
the faculty of medicine at Montpellier, were almost as old as those already
mentioned, others were more recent foundations, dating above all from the
1250s and 1260s, amongst them Padua in Italy, Toulouse in France and
Salamanca in Spain. Others (such as Lisbon, LLérida and the law faculty at
Montpellier) dated from the very last years of the thirteenth century, and her-
alded the new foundations of the fourteenth.

These testified to the success of the university, which was an established
institution from this date onwards. Nevertheless, the rate of foundation
remained modest. In some cases, this was simply done by papal confirmation
of the status of studinm generale in schools which had already operated on a uni-
versity level for varying periods of time: this happened, for example, to the law
school at Otléans (1306), whose privileges were extended to those at Angers in
1364, as well as for the szudium of Valladolid (1346) in Castile. Elsewhere, there
were genuinely new foundations. Here, civil or ecclesiastical initiative was
almost always crucial; henceforth, this increasingly replaced regroupings by
university masters and their students in the quest for communal autonomy.
Success was variable. In some places, above all where there were already
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schools of some importance, the studium generale developed, although at
different speeds. But elsewhere, notably when the ruler arbitrarily insisted upon
a site where there was no scholatly tradition, the planned university either never
saw the light of day or collapsed rapidly.

These new foundations continued, especially in southern Europe, until the
beginning of the Great Schism (1378). In Italy, the universities of Rome (the
studinm Urbis, distinct from the studinm Curiae, 1303), Perugia (1308), Pisa (1343),
Florence (1349) and Pavia (1361) were established by papal bull confirming ini-
tiatives taken by municipal authorities or (at Pavia) by the duke of Milan. But
there were also a large number of unsuccessful attempts to transform urban
schools for the study of grammar and law into studia generalia by means of a
papal or an imperial bull. This was the case at Treviso (1318), Verona (1339),
Cividale del Friuli (1353), Arezzo (135 5), Siena (1357), Lucca (1369) and Orvieto
(1378). Similarly, although the long-established schools of medicine at Salerno
remained active, it proved impossible to transform them into a true university
in the course of the Middle Ages. In southern France, the university of
Avignon emerged as a result of the combined efforts of the count of Provence
and the pope (1303). In 1332, the consuls of Cahots obtained permission from
their compatriot, Pope John XXII, to found a small university in his native
town. On a still smaller scale was the foundation of the university of Orange
by the Emperor Charles IV in 1365, at the behest of both town and ruler. As
for the university set up in Grenoble in 1339 at the request of the dauphin, it
disappeared after a few years. Finally, in the Iberian peninsula, when there were
disturbances at the Portuguese university of Lisbon, it was temporarily trans-
terred to Coimbra (1308—39 and 1355—77). The kings of Aragon (who had
already established the university of Lérida in the county of Catalonia in 1300)
founded small universities in the two other parts of their kingdom, Roussillon
and Aragon, at Perpignan (1350) and Huesca (1354).

All these universities were founded in areas where Roman law prevailed, and
they were chiefly concerned with the study of law. Their statutes were based
on those of Bologna, modified according to local context. University founda-
tions in northern and central Europe were much less common before 1378.
The reasons for this delay are undoubtedly to be sought in the relative social
and political archaism of these regions and the slow development of towns.
Of course there had been German, Polish and Hungarian students since the
thirteenth century, but they all went to study at Paris and Bologna. These indi-
viduals were often wealthy nobles, who had no patticular interest in encout-
aging native universities in their own lands, which would greatly have improved
access to university education. Nevertheless, in 1347—8, Emperor Charles IV,
a ruler with a passionate interest in French culture, decided to create, with the
help of the pope, an entirely new university at Prague, comprising eleven
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faculties on the Paris model; the first decades were fairly difficult, however. Still
more arduous were the attempts of neighbouring rulers, who wanted to
imitate Charles I'V. In 1365, Duke Rudolf IV of Habsburg founded a university
at Vienna, but it languished totally until the 1380s. The universities of Cracow
(1364) and Pest (1367) founded by the kings of Poland and Hungary were even
less successful and disappeared very quickly, casualties partly of unfavourable
citcumstances and pattly of the absence of continued royal supportt.

This all changed after 1378, as a result of the Schism. While the university
of Paris remained loyal to the pope at Avignon, the German towns and princes,
together with the sovereigns of central Europe, declared their support for the
pope at Rome. The crisis of the Schism reinforced the sense of national iden-
tity in these relatively young states; it made their rulers still more determined
to control the training of their clergy and officials and to provide it in their own
lands. The masters of the Anglo-German ‘nation’ were in a difficult position
at Paris, and they listened readily to the appeals of their fellow-countrymen. It
was to a considerable extent thanks to these men that the universities of Prague
and Vienna were reinvigorated (with the arrival in 1383 of the famous Parisian
theologian, Henry of Langenstein) and those of Erfurt (1379—89), Heidelberg
(1385) and Cologne (1388) were founded. Although the new Hungarian uni-
versity foundation at Buda in 1389 was little more successful than the previous
one, the reopening of Cracow university (1397—1400) as a result of the initia-
tive of King (Jogaila) Ladislas Jagellon, saw the dawn of what was to become
one of the principal centres of European culture in central Europe in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. All these new universities in northern Europe
modelled themselves more or less on Paris, where many of their first masters
had been trained; they adopted both the institutional framework of the uni-
versity at Paris (with its rector, faculties and four ‘nations’) and its intellectual
focus, teaching above all the liberal arts and theology. In southern Europe, by
contrast, foundations ceased. The only exception is the foundation of the new
university of Ferrara in 1391, for which the marquis of Este obtained a papal
bull from Rome; but it was not really active until after 1430.

No picture of the universities of western Europe in the fourteenth century
would be complete without some mention of the expansion of some old
foundations by the addition of new faculties, in particular faculties of theol-
ogy. The papacy was very vigilant on this point. Originally, its policy had been
to impose a strict limit on the number of faculties of theology entitled to
bestow the prestigious title of ‘doctor of sacred theology’ (doctor in sacra pagina),
restricting this to a few centres of excellence, whose influence was incontest-
able and orthodoxy guaranteed. In practice, since Cambridge was still a minor
university, this meant that Oxford (whose students came almost entirely from
within the British Isles) and, above all, Paris had a monopoly of theological
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teaching at the highest level, although it was understood that the pope always
retained the right to grant doctorates by papal bull, either directly or by means
of the studinm Curiae.

The situation changed in the mid-fourteenth century. Paris and Oxford were
torn apart by quarrels over doctrine which weakened their claims to a monop-
oly. There was a whole range of local and national pressures for universities to
be complete in themselves, each with the full range of faculties. The papacy
thus adopted a new policy, whereby theological teaching was not concentrated
in particular centres. Prague had had a theological faculty since its inception.
After 1360, such faculties proliferated, especially in southern universities,
where there was admittedly a general readiness to elevate local, mendicant
studia to the status of university faculty with the right to grant degrees. The
popes thus established a theology faculty at Toulouse and at Bologna from
1360 onwards, at Padua in 1363, Pavia in 1369, Salamanca in 1396 and Lisbon
in 1400. During the Schism, the pope at Rome, who had no reason to have any-
thing to do with Paris, followed a similar line in the new German universities
(Vienna, Heidelberg, Cologne, Erfurt) and at Cracow; the first regents were
often masters trained in a secular discipline at Patis.

Finally, we need to temember that the network of the studia generalia only
represented the upper level of a whole range of educational institutions
which probably expanded in the course of the fourteenth century. This is
not the place to discuss domestic and professional apprenticeship, undoubt-
edly the most common form of education at the period. Nor can we examine
the private tutoring found amongst the aristocracy and some bourgeois families.
But there were undoubtedly also schools that were not universities. In towns
and even certain rural settlements, small grammar schools, financed privately
ot by the municipality, taught the rudiments of education to children and ado-
lescents. Of course there were also parish schools and others endowed by reli-
gious foundations. Cathedrals and some collegiate foundations still had active
chapter schools, indeed some were boarding schools. In some cases, the level
was comparable with that of some faculties of arts. Still closer to the university
model were the innumerable szudia (of the arts, philosophy, biblical studies and
theology) run by the orders of friars for the use of their own members
throughout Christendom.

These institutions — as yet relatively little studied, except schools in England
— will not be examined in detail in this chapter. We know little about their
organisation, the origins of their masters (some were master of arts), the
numbers of students or the content of their teaching. Nevertheless, it is very
likely that all these institutions, and in particular the urban schools, became
more numerous in the course of the fourteenth century. Such schools pro-
vided future university students (notably future civil lawyers who frequently
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went straight to a faculty of law without any training in an arts faculty) with an
essential foundation in Latin and logic. Even for those who did not go on to
further education, they at least transmitted — in simplified form — some echo
of the scholarly education developed in the universities. In short, the trend
towards new university foundations in the fourteenth century seems to have
been sustained by a generally increased demand for education in a much
broader context.

INSTITUTIONAL STABILISATION

The university was a stable institution in the fourteenth century, fully recog-
nised by the different actors on the political and social stage and accepted as an
integral part of the mechanisms of law and government. University autonomy
had sometimes been the focus of great conflict in the thirteenth century, but
after that it was not challenged. The foundation documents (/abita of 1158,
Parens scientarum of 1231) to which everyone referred were amplified in each
university by a multitude of privileges and confirmations issued by the ruler or
by the pope, who controlled the actual working of the scholatly community
(libertas scholastica). Fiscal exemption and judicial immunity, independent organ-
isation of teaching and examinations, internal control of doctrinal orthodoxy,
control of the production and sale of university books were rights that had
gradually been acquired or formally granted everywhere.

Naturally, there was no reduction in the tensions between the student
population — a mass of young, turbulent foreigners — and the inhabitants and
authorities of university towns, who quickly lost patience with their lawless-
ness and arrogance. Spectacular conflicts between ‘town and gown’ punctu-
ated the history of fourteenth-century universities with brawls, murders,
expulsion and voluntary exile. At Bologna in 1321, Toulouse in 1332, Oxford
in 1355, Otléans in 1382 and 1387, the scenario was always identical: a chance
brawl, speedy intervention by the local authorities under pressure from the
population at large, a response from the university supportive of the students
and characterised by a strike or ‘secession’, with order finally restored through
the intervention of higher authorities, largely sympathetic to the universities.
As a result, not only was there no further challenge to university autonomy, but
the privileges of masters and students were generally confirmed and strength-
ened by such incidents. At Oxford, they ended by exercising a kind of tutelage
over the town.

There was also very considerable economic support for the universities
from secular and ecclesiastical institutions in the fourteenth century. This not
only facilitated the development of the universities but also affected the way in
which their members lived, and it raised their social status. As a result of the
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ever-increasing number of papal reservations and provisions, the papacy had
a constantly growing number of ecclesiastical benefices at its disposal and
distributed them with tireless generosity to masters and students, accompanied
by dispensations from residence. Income from such benefices was a regular
source of subsistence for many. Towns and rulers also sometimes made
contributions towards the living expenses of some students, but most impor-
tantly they began to assume responsibility for the salaries of teachers. The ear-
liest examples go back to the thirteenth century but, generally, masters who did
not have access to ecclesiastical revenues at this period were subject to the
hazards of student fees (co/lectae). The eatliest recorded instance of a salary paid
by a municipal authority to a teacher of law comes from Bologna in 1279. This
system became widespread after 1320, when it became standard practice in all
Italian universities, as well as in the Iberian peninsula. In the latter case, teach-
ing salaries were assigned on the ecclesiastical revenues (zercias) traditionally
granted to the king. At Paris and Oxford, on the other hand, where the clerical
character of the university remained much more distinct, the regents contin-
ued to live from the revenues of ecclesiastical benefices. In any case, the
increasingly high level of fees (collectae) and examination dues paid by students,
often matched by private legal and medical consultations, remained important
sources of additional revenue everywhere.

The generosity of authorities and eminent individuals towards the uni-
versities was displayed even more through the foundation of colleges in the
fourteenth century. This, too, was a phenomenon which had first appeared in
the thirteenth century, but was fully developed in the next. The first colleges
were small religious foundations designed to lodge a few poor students and the
earliest date from before 1200, but establishments of some importance
appeared after 1250, such as those at Paris (Sorbonne, 1257), Oxford (Merton,
1264; University College, 1280; Balliol, 1282) and Cambridge (Peterhouse,
1284). These were not only lodgings but also (as a result of the cateful recruit-
ment of fellows (soci), the presence of a library and a teaching organisation
that complemented that of the faculties) real centres of intellectual life. The
phenomenon expanded enormously in the fourteenth century: thirty-seven
colleges, many of them tiny, were founded at Paris; five and seven were
founded at Oxford and Cambridge respectively, but they were considerably
more substantial. The institution even won acceptance in southern universities,
with seven colleges founded in Toulouse in the fourteenth century, four at
Montpellier and four at Bologna, including the prestigious Spanish College
(1367).

College founders were sometimes high-ranking ecclesiastics (pope, cardi-
nals, bishops, canons of chapters), sometimes rulers (witness the College of
Navarre founded by the queen of France at Paris in 1304, King’s Hall at
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Cambridge, The Queen’s College in Oxford) and sometimes important royal
officials. Merchants and citizens showed much less interest in these institu-
tions, which were of very little use to their cultural and religious preoccupa-
tions, and did not serve their political aims.

Although the social position of the universities was strengthened in the
fourteenth century, there was no change in their essential structures. The two
main institutional types which had appeared in the thirteenth century — the
Parisian ‘university of masters’ and the ‘university of students’ of Bologna —
remained classic models for reference, with all their essential cogs (chancel-
lors, rectors, faculties, ‘nations’). Nevertheless, the fourteenth century was
the great period of university statutes. The crystallisation of university
institutions meant that henceforth detailed statutes could be drawn up, and
they were much more specific than the general privileges or circumstantial
texts of the thirteenth century. Statutes of this kind were promulgated at
Toulouse in 1311—14, at Oxford and Bologna in 1317, at Padua in 1331,
Montpellier in 1339—40, Paris in 1366; Salamanca apparently had to wait until
1411. As for new universities, they had a complete corpus of statutes from
the very outset, drawn from those of an older university (Toulouse was a
model for Cahors) or, more frequently, combining features from both Paris
and Bologna.

There wete also few innovations in the range of subjects studied, or in the
teaching programmes and the methods employed. The list of ‘authorities’
(Aristotle, the Senfences and so on) remained virtually immutable, while lecture
and disputation remained the two essential forms of both teaching and
examination. Should we infer from this relative lack of development in both
teaching and institutional structures that the universities were already starting
to ossify in the fourteenth century? This complex question requires a careful
reply.

The most important universities, those which attracted the great majority of
students and the most remarkable teachers (Paris and Oxford for philosophy
and theology; Bologna for law, but facing increasing competition from Padua,
Perugia, Pisa and Pavia; Montpellier, Bologna and Padua for medicine), seem
to have been characterised by remarkable intellectual energies in the fourteenth
century. The two previous chapters in this volume give some indication of the
great numbers of new doctrines and texts which were developed in a university
setting at this period. The lively debates to which they gave rise show that intel-
lectual passion and — despite a few instances of official condemnations —
considerable freedom of discussion continued to be the rule in faculties of arts
and theology.

Without repeating what has already been said, we need to remember that
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criticism of Thomist and Aristotelian thought was the central point of all
philosophical and theological debate in the fourteenth century. This criticism
was essentially Augustinian in origin and took very diverse forms. The
product of theologians (such as Duns Scotus or Ockham) who were either
Franciscans or secular clergy, it aimed to eliminate all determinist tendencies,
simultaneously acknowledging both divine omnipotence and man’s agon-
ising freedom of choice: grace and free will, predestination and salvation
became the key themes of Christian anthropology and were to remain so for
a long time.

This challenge to the syntheses of the thirteenth century undoubtedly
enabled, at least indirectly, the expansion of truly philosophical and even
scientific disciplines, such as those which appeated at Oxford with the Merton
‘calculators’ and the brilliant logicians of the first half of the century (Walter
Burley, Robert Kilvington, Richard Swineshead) and slightly later at Paris, with
Jean Buridan and Nicolas d’Oresme, commentators on Aristotle’s Physics.

The teaching of law in the first decades of the fourteenth century was
equally dazzling. The ‘glossators’ were succeeded by the ‘commentators’.
Mastering all the resources of dialectic, these writers combined a synthetic and
rational concept of law with a stronger desire to express the intangible teach-
ings of the sus commune on the concrete realities of contemporary cities and
states. In civil law, Cino da Pistoia (¢. 1270—1336), Bartolus da Sassoferrato
(1314—57) and Baldo degli Ubaldi (1327—1400), who taught at Bologna, Siena,
Perugia, Pisa, Pavia, Naples and Florence; for canon law Giovanni Andrea (.
1270—1348), founder of a veritable professorial dynasty at Bologna — these
men all represent the zenith of medieval law which was reached at this period.
Although they were less renowned, the French schools made famous by both
the professors at Orléans and the doctors of Toulouse (doctores Tholosani) also
produced a substantial body of works whose inspiration was close to that of
the great Italians.

Finally, this period was the golden age of the medieval faculties of medicine,
both at Padua and Bologna (whete human dissection appeared under Mondino
dei Liuzzi (1276—1328)), and at Montpellier. The medical faculty here saw dis-
tinguished doctors such as Arnau de Vilanova (¢ 1240—1311), whose return to
Galenism reflected a desire to create an essentially rational medical discipline,
but which did not, nevertheless, lose sight of its therapeutic purpose. Guy de
Chauliac (¢. 1300—68), the famous author of La grande chirurgie, was another
member of the Montpellier faculty of medicine.

These brief outlines are sufficient to demonstrate that the intellectual
creativity of the great universities was in no way diminished in the fourteenth
century. Moreover, it is important to emphasise that these new doctrines were
generally in profound agreement with the social and mental expectations of
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the period in a wide range of disciplines (preaching, political science, etc).
They brought their authors great rewards. Bradwardine (one of the great
Oxford ‘calculators’) became archbishop of Canterbury, Emperor Charles IV
made Bartolus da Sassoferrato his councillor and gave him permission to add
the imperial arms to his own coat. Oresme worked closely with Charles V of
France, while Guy de Chauliac was doctor to three popes. On a broader scale,
it could be said that the innovatory value of university teaching was cleatly dis-
cerned by contemporaries and undoubtedly contributed to the success and
the social advancement of university studies and those who had pursued
them.

However, this intellectual brilliance should not be allowed to conceal darker
aspects. Everywhere, there were also uninspired teachers who followed tradi-
tional doctrinal teaching, These sometimes even became official doctrines,
such as Thomism with the Dominicans after 1309, or Scotism (admittedly sus-
ceptible to various interpretations) amongst the Franciscans. Prudence led
other regents to a simple eclecticism.

On the other hand, the successes just mentioned took place above all in the
oldest and most important universities. In the less important universities, in
particular new foundations, there was only a distant echo of these great
debates, partly because of the influence of largely local recruitment. Less dis-
tinguished teachers and students concerned above all to obtain the degrees
which were essential for a successful career were easily satisfied with an
unimaginative and undemanding curriculum. At the most, we can assume that
the prescribed courses were still fairly well respected in the fourteenth century
and that, as a result, graduate competence corresponded by and large to the
criteria laid down in the statutes.

This relatively optimistic overall picture of the education disseminated by
the universities of the period should, nevertheless, not obscure the fact that
they were unable to free themselves from the limits and constraints inherited
from previous centuries. These limits operated especially in telation to the
stress placed on authorities, the scholastic method and the narrow framework
of traditional systems of classification in academic disciplines, as well as the
social prejudices of the students (scolares). There is consequently as much
reason in the fourteenth as in the thirteenth century to deplore the stifling of
biblical exegesis by the primacy of speculative theology, the marginalisation of
sciences propet, the continued exclusion of technology, history, the classics,
vernacular literature and oriental languages (despite the canon Inter So/licitudines
of the Council of Vienne, 1312), as well as customary law. It is true that direct
criticism of the university system was still rare, despite the resetvations of the
carliest humanists (Petrarch) and the disappointment sometimes expressed by
mystics from Master Eckhart to Gerard Groote. But no one risked a radical

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



78 JACQUES VERGER

challenge to an institution whose intellectual fertility seemed far from
exhausted and whose social and political importance was more evident than
ever before.

UNIVERSITY AND SOCIETY

It is difficult to be exact about the composition of student populations in the
west in the fourteenth century. It has nevertheless been possible to assess the
size of particular universities. From around 1300, Bologna had well over 2,000
students. Elsewhere, there have been estimates above all for the end of the
century, when source material becomes somewhat richer (with the eatliest
matriculation registers and rolls of papal petitions). The Black Death of 1348
and the epidemics that followed do not seem to have resulted in any lasting
reduction in numbers, because the social need was so strong. Around
1380—1400, there were as many as 4,000 students at Paris (three-quarters of
them in the faculty of arts), with 1,500 at Oxford, and well over 1,000 at Prague,
Toulouse and Avignon (the last largely because of the presence of the papacy).
But elsewhere, numbers dropped to well below this figure: 500—700 is proba-
bly a reasonable estimate for the universities of Cambridge, Montpellier,
Angers and Otrléans. And the studia generalia which were still smaller (for
example, Cahors in France) had to be content with a few dozen students.

We know just as little about the composition of these groups of students.
This was self-evidently a mobile population. Geographical mobility should not
be overestimated, however. The major currents were those which brought stu-
dents from the German lands and central Europe to Italy on the one hand
(Bologna, Padua) and to Paris on the other. With much lower numbers, the
medical university at Montpellier seems to have had a very wide atea of recruit-
ment. But elsewhere student mobility rarely went beyond national boundaries.
The influence of Oxford and Cambridge extended essentially over the British
Isles, that of Salamanca and Valladolid in Castile; Lisbon and Coimbra in
Portugal. Italian students virtually never crossed the Alps, and the universities
of southern France drew their students principally from the south of the
kingdom and from neighbouring Catalonia and Aragon, where the national
universities (Lérida, Huesca, Perpignan) remained very small.

Social mobility is still more difficult to define. Noble students (mainly from
the lower and middle nobility) are the best-documented group, but their per-
centage varied considerably. There were not many of them (fewer than § per
cent) in Mediterranean regions whete they were in competition with the urban
patriciate, nor in the famous arts faculties of Paris and Oxford, which seem to
have had a significant intake with rural and relatively lowly origins. On the
other hand, it seems that they represented up to 20 per cent of the students
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from the empire who were prepared to travel to France or Italy to study; the
German ‘nation’ had a fairly aristocratic cast everywhere.

University education offered real opportunities for social advancement.
At least it did for those with a minimum of finance who had obtained a
degree, for in the fourteenth century there was still a significant proportion
of students — possibly the majority — which undoubtedly failed to graduate.
We are largely ignorant of the destiny of these individuals. For graduates, on
the other hand, and especially for licentiates and doctors of higher faculties,
fine career prospects opened up, leading to prestigious and lucrative posts.
When one member of a family gained a university qualification, it was often
a decisive stage in their social ascent, sometimes the first step on the road to
nobility. Nevertheless, we must be cautious in talking of the ‘professionali-
sation’ of university qualifications. Rather than any specific technical com-
petence, they endorsed the mastery of a relatively theoretical and socially
prestigious body of knowledge (Latin, dialectic, Aristotelian philosophy,
Roman law, scholastic theology), while at the same time, there were net-
works of useful contacts, where former graduates and benevolent pro-
tectors combined their efforts to support the promotion of their young
colleagues and protégés.

The Church was especially well disposed, substantially financing their
studies and then opening the door to an ecclesiastical career to graduates. At
the curia, the higher echelons of the papal administration wete practically con-
trolled by some forty doctors and licentiates, mainly qualified in civil or canon
law. The episcopate was also very often composed of graduates and civil
lawyers: it has been calculated that they constituted at least 5o per cent of the
Avignon curia and as many as 7o per cent of the English episcopate in the reign
of Edward III (1327—77). It was the same with cathedral chapters: around the
middle of the century, 43 per cent of the canons of Laon and 64 per cent of
those at Tournai were graduates, of whom more than half were from a higher
faculty. These figures varied from country to country and were much higher in
northern France and in England (whete it was not unusual even to find gradu-
ates amongst the parish clergy) than in the Iberian peninsula or the empire.
Fewer than one third of the canons of German chapters had followed any
form of university study in the fourteenth century.

Service with individuals, with towns or rulers also offered an increasing
number of openings to graduates, masters of arts and, above all, law gradu-
ates. In the fourteenth century, central law courts (such as the parlement of
Paris) were in the hands of professional civil lawyers from the universities.
Even in the provinces, the middle ranks of the royal administration employed
some doctors or licentiates. The position was the same in the tribunals and
chanceries of Italian towns. And doctors of medicine who did not teach had
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no difficulty in finding employment in the entourages of princes, great men
and prelates.

Fourteenth-century academics were perfectly aware of the social dignity of
their work and titles (well established from this date onwards) and gave it
visible expression. Their taste for grandeur and precedence, together with a
highly developed sense of hierarchy, infiltrated every aspect of university life.
It was articulated in the continual increases in examination fees and the osten-
tatious pomp of university ceremonies. Some of the most substantial colleges
founded in the fourteenth century, such as the Collége de Navarre at Paris
(1304), the Spanish College at Bologna (1367) or New College at Oxford (1379)
expressed this new attitude in their luxurious buildings, important libraries and
avowedly ‘elitist’ recruitment.

We should not anticipate events, however. Although, as we have seen, four-
teenth-century universities still had great intellectual energies, it is important
not to exaggerate either their professionalism or their social exclusiveness.
Exceptional individual achievement, such as that of Jean Gerson at Paris or
William of Wykeham in England were evidence that university education
remained generally accessible to those with the necessary intellectual abilities.
There was still something of the universalism that had determined the shape
of these studies in the thirteenth century. Here, as in many other areas, it was
the Great Schism which divided the west in 1378, precipitating a latent crisis.

EPILOGUE: UNIVERSITIES AND THE GREAT SCHISM

In one sense, the Schism undoubtedly gave new life to the old universalism.
Faced with the collapse of papal authority and the unrest of the faithful,
academics, led by Parisian theologians and canon lawyers, believed that they had
been appointed to the task, if not of assuming power in the Church themselves,
then atleast of advising prelates and rulers, putting forward solutions and advo-
cating means by which the crisis might be overcome. Despite pressure from the
crown, the university of Paris took several months to rally to the Avignonese
pope, Clement VII, and there were intense discussions between ardent
‘Clementists’ and advocates of a general council and those who advocated the
resignation of both popes, possibly underpinned by a policy of neutrality or
withdrawal of obedience. The debate spread from Paris to the universities of
southern France, where there was unwavering support for the Avignonese
cause. It also spread to universities in continued obedience to Rome, such as
Oxford, Bologna, Prague and, above all, the new German universities where
Henry of Langenstein (who had gone from Patis to Vienna) had great author-
ity. While the claims of Clement VII and his supporters were rejected, there was
also insistence on the urgent need for reform and the possible advantage of a
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council. Stilled for a while, this debate was energetically resumed after 1392, in
response to the intransigence of the rival popes. In 1398, members of the uni-
versity of Paris were largely responsible for the ‘withdrawal of obedience’ of
the kingdom of France.

Within France, only the university of Toulouse opposed this move. Since it
was not followed by any other universities or rulers in the west, this premature
decision had to be rescinded in 1403. Many members of the university of Paris
greeted the ‘restitution of obedience’ with relief; they sent to Avignon the long
roll of petitions (requests for papal dispensation), which they had foresworn
in 1394 in order to demonstrate their reservations about the accession of
Benedict XIII In fact, an increasing number of university members realised
that, although the need to combat the Schism was undiminished, the university
itself could only profit from the conflict.

Bishops and rulers still undoubtedly sought advice from the university, but
they did not have either the financial resources (in the form of ecclesiastical
benefices) ot the guarantees of autonomy assutred by the papacy before 1378.
The division of Christendom into two rival obediences resulted, as we have
seen, in the creation of new universities and faculties; Paris in particular lost
some of its clientele and its international influence. Recruitment there became
more regionalised (as it was in smaller or more recent universities) drawing
largely on the northern half of the kingdom of France. Everywhere, the col-
lapse of papal power left the way open for increasing pressure from secular
states and towns on universities. At Oxford, for example (despite the privileges
of immunity that had been renewed once more in 1395), the university was
unable to withstand the authoritarian interventions of the archbishop of
Canterbury and, through him, of the crown. In 1411, after twenty-five years of
vain resistance, all forms of Wycliffite teaching was decisively banned on the
otder of Archbishop Arundel.

Thus, like many other institutions at this period, without perhaps being fully
aware of it, the universities were irresistibly caught up in the movement which,
benefiting from the Schism, placed national churches and the modern secular
state at the forefront of the political stage.
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CHAPTER §

RURAL SOCIETY

Panl Freedman

As with nearly every other aspect of fourteenth-century history, the most
important event affecting the medieval countryside was the Black Death along
with the plagues that succeeded it petiodically in the latter half of the century.
Viewed from the safe distance of 650 years, the Black Death is usually presented
in agrarian history as a demographic-economic event: a sudden radical diminu-
tion of population that produced a series of dislocations in the structure of
medieval society. There are two contradictory ways that scholars have come to
terms with this staggering example of historical accident. The first is to relate
all subsequent developments to the plague. The agricultural depression, peasant
revolts and ruin of much of the aristocracy can be seen as consequences of the
epidemic and its renewed visitations. To what extent long-range changes can be
asctibed to the Black Death (such things as the decline of servitude in England
and its strengthening in eastern Europe, or the crisis of the Church) remains
unclear, particularly as one moves into the fifteenth century.

Another approach is to minimise the impact of the Black Death by point-
ing to other factors that independently affected society. Population decline,
agricultural stagnation and widespread peasant discontent, according to this
view, antedate 1348 and so the ‘crisis’ of the fourteenth century was already
manifested in its early decades. The Black Death would thus confirm or
forward developments already underway, as opposed to destroying violently a
stable economy and social structure.

These two interpretive tendencies are significant because they influence how
the century and its upheavals are viewed, particularly whether or not the
undoubted crisis in agrarian society of the late fourteenth century has an
otganic connection with what transpired eatlier (and if so, how much earlier).
Morteovet, attempts to deal with the impact of the Black Death are intertwined
with differences of opinion about the causes of the agrarian and social crisis,
particularly between those who emphasise demographic shifts as the funda-
mental origin of social change versus those who identify frictions within the

82

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Rural society 83

economic system that operated independently of how many peasants there
were to work or to be fed. Impersonal factors such as population decline,
caused by forces external to the economy such as disease or climate shifts, need
to be compared with factors within the medieval economic system such as
inheritance customs or the relations between peasants and their landlords.!

BASIC FEATURES OF THE AGRARIAN SYSTEM

The agrarian economy of the Middle Ages was more diverse than was once
thought. Rather than a mass of undifferentiated peasants universally dedicated
to the cultivation of wheat, the picture now seems to vary by region and time
period. Within the villages themselves peasants differed considerably in status,
size of holdings and what they owed in obligations to their lords. The textbook
model of the medieval manor as a self-contained unit with a single lord con-
trolling villagers governed by uniform manorial custom is even less valid for
the fourteenth century than for the high Middle Ages. Residents of the same
village were often tenants of different lords, and there were tremendous
differences among villagers with regard to how much (if any) land they held.
Morteover, the tendency was for lords to withdraw from the active supervision
of their estates and for rents to be converted from labour and produce obliga-
tions to money, further distancing reality from the image of the self-sufficient
seigniory.

The lives of the peasants were influenced by the nature of the family unit,
customs and other solidarities inherent in the village community, and the
impress of the seigneurial regime. There was considerable regional variation,
but most European agriculturalists of the fourteenth century were subsistence
farmers who also produced for a market and to pay a seigneurial rent. The
interaction between the family’s subsistence, the market for agricultural
produce, land and labour and the obligations of tenants affected the fortunes
of peasants along with the obvious fundamental considerations such as the
soil’s fertility and extent of their holdings.

Everywhere in Europe there were words used to describe an ideal concept
of a peasant holding. The mansus, hide, virgate, Hufe, did not usually have a
standard size in practice but conformed to a notion of whata full peasant tene-
ment meant. For most of Europe a figure of perhaps thirty to forty hectares
seems to be what was regarded as a full holding, but a much smaller parcel (as
little as four hectatres) was sufficient to support a family given the average
quality of the land, the tools available to peasants and their obligations to apply
their surplus to a seigneurial rent. Even before the fourteenth century, a rising

! Harvey (1991), p. 3.
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population, partible inheritance and the dwindling inventory of uncultivated
land meant that most peasants had to make do with a less-than-standard
holding and supplement their income by seasonal labour or the production of
some commodity other than cereals. For the high Middle Ages as a whole,
Robert Fossier believes that 40 to 5o per cent of peasants had less than the
four-hectare minimum.?

Peasant households were generally small, essentially a conjugal family.
Better-off peasants might have a larger household including poorer relatives,
labourers and elderly parents no longer able to work. It was not uncommon
for ageing parents to arrange lifetime maintenance contracts with their chil-
dren in return for ceding to them the familial property in advance of their
decease. Because of the high rate of mortality and short life expectancy, the
number of households with three generations was not very great.

The degree to which husbands legally controlled the property of their wives
varied. In Mediterranean regions it was more likely that peasant women might
own and retain property of their own distinct from that of their husbands and
not part of their dowry. In general throughout Europe, the wife was seldom
recognised as economically independent in law, while at the same time her
exclusive rights to dower lands was generally recognised.

Husband and wife were both involved in the production of food and
income. It is common to observe that peasant men tended the fields in what is
called the ‘outer economy’ while women were more concerned with the
immediate surroundings of the dwelling, the ‘inner economy’. Ploughing,
clearing land, herding were generally male activities while the tending of dairy
animals and poultry, the vegetable garden, brewing and cloth making were
women’s work, along with the raising of children, providing meals and clean-
ing the house. In harvest time particulatly, however, women were involved in
the fields and certain tasks (gleaning, for example) were regarded as theit pecu-
liar responsibility.®

This household economy fits into a network of relations within villages in
those areas of Europe in which settlement was relatively concentrated. The
degree to which the village exerted a significant influence on peasant families
differed with the human geography of European regions, but also with the
nature of relations between lords and tenants. In south-western Germany, for
example, village customs were set out in often elaborate bye-laws (Weistiinzer),
but these were not purely spontancous expressions of immemortial folk habits

but resulted in part from the instigation of lords and for their convenience.*

2 Fossier (1 988), p. 146. See also Rosener (1992), pp. 125—6; Agrarian History of England and Wales (1988),
IL pp. 594—714; Freedman (1991), pp. 36-8. 3 Bennett (1987), pp. 115—17.
4 Résener (1992), pp. 159—6o.
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Historians have at times been inclined to exaggerate the solidarity of the
late-medieval village, seeing it as exemplifying the tyranny of rural custom and
conformity, or more favourably in opposition to modern anomie. More
recently the divisions within the village have been demonstrated in cases such
as that of Montaillou in Languedoc and the differentiation among different
classes of villagers has been emphasised.’ In England, manor court rolls reveal
a select group of village leaders whose relative affluence gave them power over
local enforcement.® Throughout Europe rural communities regulated plough-
ing, common areas like pastures and forests, and the informal resolution of
disputes.

The fourteenth century witnessed considerable dislocation of both families
and communities by reason of the tremendous mortality caused by disease and
epidemic and the ensuing economic instability. One measure of a weakening
of communal bonds is increased movement of peasants from familial prop-
erty, an increase in mobility.” Another is the growing market in buying and
selling land. Demographic decline and economic stagnation after 1350 may
have frayed the ties holding villages together, thus the accelerating land market
might indicate a stronger assertion of private interest. On the other hand, such
transactions may not indicate the dissolution of village and family ties but
merely amount to arrangements within families or between neighbours.® An
active market for land is not necessatily incompatible with the survival of com-
munal institutions. The dichotomy between individualism and communal
bonds is by no means clear for rural European societies.” Long after the end
of the fourteenth century, its upheavals notwithstanding, rural communal sen-
timent would manifest itself in continued and effective demands, especially
with regard to the chief external factor affecting peasants, the seigniory.'’

LORDS AND PEASANTS

There were allodial farmers in fourteenth-century Europe, and many more
whose connection with a landlord was vague, or based on rights of usufruct
(such as the medieval Mediterranean adaptation of the Roman law of
emphyteusis) that gave the nominal tenant effective possession. There were
even a few ateas, usually in difficult terrain such as mountains or marshes, that
were able to form independent peasant republics (such as the Swiss Forest
Cantons or Dithmarschen in Holstein). The overwhelming majority of
European agriculturalists in the fourteenth century, however, did not own their
properties in the modern sense of ownership. They worked land for which

5 Le Roy Ladurie (1976); Fossier (1973). ¢ Raftis (1974), pp. 241—64; DeWindt (1972), pp. 206—41.
7 Raftis (1974), pp- 129-82. 8 Razi (1981).  ? Ruiz (1987), pp. 423—52. 10 Blickle (1992).
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they had to pay a substantial rent to a lord. This rent took three fundamental
forms that could be combined: monetary amounts, service in the form of
labour and a portion of what the peasant tenant harvested. By the fourteenth
century, payment in money was much more common than had been the case
when the economy was too primitive to support any very extensive coinage
system. Labour service could take various forms, from taking messages to
carting provisions to working on construction projects but the most important
aspect of peasant work obligations from the lord’s point of view was pet-
formed on those parts of the estate he kept as a seigneurial reserve (the
demesne) rather than renting out. Portions of the harvest varied but could
amount to as much as half.

Lords collected revenues from their tenants on the basis of more than a
merely economic relationship. They held jurisdictional power in many cases
that allowed them to act as judges and tax collectors. They might impose
monopolies so that villagers would, for example, be forced to have their grain
ground for a fee in the mill belonging to the lord. Such constraints existed even
when the peasants were formally free although they were clearest when the
peasants were serfs. While France by 1300 had very few setfs, servitude was
common in much of England where about one third of all households con-
sisted of unfree persons in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.!!
Serfdom was weak in Languedoc, rare in Castile, increasingly common in
Catalonia (affecting one quarter of the rural population).'? In Catalonia it was
uncommon in the south (New Catalonia) and all but universal among the peas-
antry of the regions around Girona in the north of the Principality.

Such regional and even local variation makes it hard to generalise about
serfdom. While it was thought to be a grave indignity, depriving peasants of
the ability to appear before public courts or enter the priesthood, its legal dis-
abilities did not always translate into economic inferiority. It has been argued,
especially for England, that villeins were often economically better off and
more effectively sheltered by custom than the free but marginal labourers.'?
Servitude created a bond but also a degree of certainty over permanent and
hereditarily transmissible occupation of land.

What servile status effectively symbolised was a degree of arbitrary control
by the lord. It was the emblem of his extra-economic power, but this could
extend to both free and unfree. The peasant rebellions of the late Middle Ages
centred on arbitrary power, including servitude, but also such things as use of
the forest or seigneurial encroachments on common lands, rights and customs
that affected free as well as unfree tenants. Servitude not only created formal

' Hatcher (1981), pp. 6-7. 12 Vicens Vives (1978), pp. 18-19.
13 Dyer (1980), pp. 103—6; Hatcher (1981), pp. 22—6.
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liability to arbitrary and coercive power, it epitomised what was increasingly
resented in the years after the Black Death: the perpetuation and intensification
of seigneurial power, including but not limited to attempts to impose serfdom.

For parts of northern Europe, notably England, the thirteenth century had
been the heyday of demesne farming, Motivated by high agricultural prices
and the ready availability of labour, lords directly exploited their demesne.
Peasants worked these lands as part of their obligations or lords hired land-
less labourers or those who had sub-standard holdings. In the densely popu-
lated environment of the thirteenth and eatly fourteenth centuries, the
majority of peasants had inadequate holdings for their self-sufficiency. There
was a tremendous difference between those who held land to support a family
(a minority), and those who either held no land at all or too little to avoid
desperation unless they were able to find work as day-labourers or could
acquire income from a craft, brewing or other activity. High prices and the
existence of a conveniently large impoverished group of potential labourers
encouraged lords to exploit their demesne lands, relying on customary ser-
vices supplemented by hired labour.

Elsewhere, as in Germany, the fourteenth century witnessed the continua-
tion of an eatlier tendency to replace a system of exploitation based on the
seigneurial demesne (I7/ikation ot Fronhof system) by leasing out the manor
entirely to tenants in return for rent. In the Mediterranean lands, agricultural
exploitations had always been more dispersed and lords never had large
reserves exploited by tenants’ labour services. Even major landowners, such as
the great Cistercian monasteries of the Iberian peninsula, held lands for which
they received substantial rents and services but not for the purpose of directly
cultivating a demesne. In much of the Mediterranean, payments in kind
remained far more important than labour or a purely monetary rent.

The overall effect of the dislocations brought about by the demographic
and economic collapse of the fourteenth century would be to remove lords
further from direct administration of their estates. At the same time, however,
they could no longer maintain themselves in the style they requited by means
of the relatively benign supervision exerted in the era of labour surplus. With
pressure on wages to rise (as a result of the shortage of labout) and falling
agricultural prices (the result of a radical decline in demand), lords attempted
to recoup their losses by using their coercive power to squeeze more from
their tenants. This could take the form of a renewed attention to servile status
and an extension and deepening of serfdom, both intended to assert a more
arbitrary seigneurial control and to enforce regulations against movement
away from tenements that had not been worth bothering about when the
supply of labourers exceeded demand. There were other possible strategies
for landlords coping with radically shifting conditions (such as converting
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lands from arable to pasturage or from wheat to less labour-intensive crops),
but the contradiction between seigneurial power and peasant expectations was
clearly the background to one of the most striking phenomena of the late
Middle Ages: the frequency and violence of peasant uprisings. No longer
capable of profiting from their demesnes and experiencing only limited
success in degrading the condition of their tenants, lords would be forced to
become absentee rentiers, but even in regions where there had never been
extensive demesnes this withdrawal from direct exploitation coincided with
a desperate attempt to wrest as much as possible from peasant tenants,
an attempt whose success varied considerably depending on geography and
circumstance.

In general, the preferences and obligations of the atistocracy and the
method of organising their exploitation of agriculture required lords to allow
peasants a high degree of self-administration. A substantial class of bailiffs,
stewards and other functionaries was charged with enforcing the lords’ rights
and assuring the extraction of revenues. The complexity and diversity of these
revenues, however, and the built-in imperfections of a system of indirect
exploitation afforded peasants a certain space for resistance or at least petty
subversion of what were often in theory a crushing set of obligations.

Although the tenants exerted considerable effective control over their prop-
erties, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that this was a seigneurial
regime, one in which lords managed to extract a considerable amount of what
their peasants produced and exerted an extra-economic power over them. This
power might be more potential than actual in good times. Many setfs, techni-
cally prohibited from moving off the land, migrated to nearby towns, but
during the late fourteenth century, such unauthorised circulation was less likely
to be tolerated and from Hungary to Germany to England lords put into effect
what had previously been regarded as theoretical rights of coercion. Moreover,
where bonds between lord and peasant were loosened, this could work to the
advantage of the former, as when fixed rent with security of tenure was
replaced by limited-term leases that permitted the lord to eject tenants or

renegotiate their obligations.14

BEFORE THE BLACK DEATH

The first part of the fourteenth century witnessed a number of man-made as
well as natural disasters that adversely affected the rural economy. The most
shocking and severe of these was the Great Famine that affected almost all of
northern Europe beginningin 1315. Itlasted for atleast two years and persisted

4" Genicot (1990), pp. 76—7.
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as late as 1322. The immediate cause was a seties of extremely rainy summers
and unusually cold winters that caused harvest failures whose cumulative effect
was catastrophic. The damage inflicted by the weather was exacerbated in
many regions by warfare (notably in Flanders and the British Isles) and by epi-
demics of livestock diseases.

Laments about the disastrous rains and prolonged freezes appeat in chron-
icles written in all parts of northern Europe and this literary evidence is
confirmed by tree-ring measurements (dendrochronology). There is some
possibility that these conditions reflected a long-term change in the European
meteorological conditions and it is conceptually appealing to regard the end of
medieval agricultural and demographic expansion as caused by a fundamental
change towards a wetter, colder climate. There is little solid evidence for this,
however, and more likely that the rain and cold were more random and anom-
alous fluctuations.

The Mediterranean regions escaped this particular terrible event, but they
were not permanently spared. In Catalonia, for example, the year 1333 would be
referred to in later sources as ‘the first bad year’, ushering in a series of poor har-
vests. Densely populated rural areas were more severely affected than thinly
settled ones, but this is a rule with many exceptions. In England, as many as 10
or even 15 per cent of the population may have perished in the south, although
in even more densely populated East Anglia, there was relatively little mortality.!>

Recovery from the famine was quick, but the event serves both as an eatly
indication of the ‘calamitous fourteenth century’ and provokes questions
about how much was due to an external event that could not be avoided or
planned for as opposed to an indication of over-population, of having reached
beyond the demographic limits of what the land, technology and economy
could support.

After centuries of strong growth, the population of Europe seems to have
levelled off in the late thirteenth century and may have declined substantially
in the fourteenth century even before the staggering losses inflicted by the
Black Death. It was the accomplishment of M. M. Postan to have devised a
theory of this demographic change based on the internal shortcomings of the
medieval agrarian economy. Rather than blaming the population loss on purely
external factors such as poor harvests or climate change, Postan approached
the relationship between agricultural production and population as an essen-
tially Malthusian problem. In the absence of technological improvement or
investment in agriculture, the countryside could not support continued
population growth. Postan, in collaboration with J.Z. Titow, assembled indi-
rect evidence for an increase in mortality rates after 1300 based on death duties

15 Jordan (1996), pp. 118—19.
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paid by tenants of the bishop of Winchester.!® This increase took place not
merely because of shocks and catastrophes but was a long-term demographic
shift. Having reached extraordinarily high levels of population after several
centuries of virtually uninterrupted growth, England surpassed the point of
maximum density that its agricultural system could sustain. Expansion of
arable land reached the point of diminishing returns. As clearances moved
from fertile lands to less favourable soils and climates, the population could no
longer expand on the basis of simply increasing the amount of territory being
cultivated. Settlements and farms were already being abandoned before the
Black Death caused, according to Postan, something in the nature of an
ecological crisis of overpopulation, soil depletion and impractical cultivation
of marginal land. The population losses of the early fourteenth century were
thus ‘Malthusian checks’, a rising death rate that brutally but necessarily tended
to re-establish an equilibrium between population and production.'’

Recently more direct means of measuring population change have in large
measure confirmed the Postan thesis of a structural decline of population
for England although with more sudden than gradual changes. England
numbered at least 5 million inhabitants at the beginning of the fourteenth
century, a figure that would not be reached again until well into the seventeenth
century.'® Similarly high figures have been posited for France, Germany and
Scandinavia.!

Some of the reduction antedates the Black Death. In his study of the coun-
tryside around Pistoia, for example, David Herlihy found that population
began to decline as early as the mid-thirteenth century.?” In rural Essex, on the
other hand, there was little change in population until the Great Famine which
resulted in a 15 per cent loss. From 1317 to 1347, however, the population
appears to have been reduced by a further 30 per cent.?! Studies of manors in
Huntingdonshire, Northamptonshire and Buckinghamshire confirm a
significant decline of population over the first half of the fourteenth century,
although the manor of Halesowen in Worcestershire presents a somewhat
different picture.?” There a decline in the rate of growth took place between
1300 and 1348, but there was an overall modest increase of 4 per cent in actual
population despite a 15 per cent loss due to the Great Famine.??

Some parts of Europe experienced only minor setbacks during the eatly
fourteenth century. In central Silesia, for example, after some relatively small
difficulties, the agricultural economy renewed its expansion until well after 1350

16 Postan and Titow (1958—9), pp. 392—417. 17 Postan (1972) and (1973).

Smith (1991), pp. 49—50. 19" Abel (1980), pp. 21—2; Gissel (1976), pp. 43—54-

Herlihy (1967), pp. 56—7. 21 Poos (1985), pp. 515—30-

Britton (1977), pp. 132—43; DeWindt (1972), pp. 166—70; Bennett (1987), pp. 13—14, 224—9.
Razi (1980), pp. 27—32.

18
20
22

23

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Rural society 91

(the region also managed to escape the Black Death).?* In many areas, however
(Provence, Normandy, Tuscany, for example), there was a reduction of rural
population similar to what took place in England.*® In Brunswick, on the
estates of the cathedral chapter of Sankt Blasien, a substantial number of
farms were abandoned after 1320, but this was due more to a succession of bad
harvests and war than to the agrarian economy’s internal tensions or ecolog-
ical limits.?

The case of Brunswick points to a central problem of the Postan approach:
the tenuous evidence for a Malthusian crisis despite a widespread (but not uni-
versal) population loss. There is little support for his largely inferential posit-
ing of an increasingly unproductive expansion into marginal lands. The fact
that areas went out of cultivation does not prove the exhaustion of the soil but
rather a more dynamic landscape #hroughont the medieval period. The clearest
example is Spain, more particularly Old Castile, where population loss began
in the mid-thirteenth century without any indication that density limits had
been previously approached.”’ In this instance we can point to migration of
cultivators to the newly opened lands of Andalusia, the result of the rapid
Christian expansion after 1212, but in Germany as well, if not as dramatically,
the desertion of villages was due to factors other than Malthusian checks.
For England, examination of the history of the landscape and patterns of
settlement calls into question the crucial role of marginal land as supposed by
Postan.?

It is hard to deny the overwhelming significance of demography, but its
radical fluctuations interact with the society in which they take place rather
than supplanting, overriding or rendering irrelevant social forces.”” The
seigneurial regime was already under stress before the Black Death and it is
likely that an agrarian ‘crisis’ would have existed without the epidemic.
Nevertheless, the epidemic, by virtue of destroying an immense number of
lives without touching the fields (thus unlike war), created new stresses and a
number of new opportunities.

The death of perhaps as much as 4o per cent of the population of Europe
between 1348 and 1350 had immediate effects on the structure of agrarian
society. Everywhere, with the exception of a few regions that the Black Death
for some reason missed (such as Béarn and parts of Silesia and Poland), the
sudden demographic decline affected prices and wages and thus the value of
land and relations between lords and peasants. On the other hand, the effects

2 Hoffmann (1989), pp. 114—47.
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of the Black Death and economic or social reactions to it differed among
Europe’s vatious regions, implying that conditions before the epidemic were
not uniform and that regional legal and institutional structures affected the for-
tunes of labourers and landowners as much as impersonal demographic
facts.®

The Black Death may have accentuated an already existing crisis manifested
by famine and a stagnating or declining population, or it may be regarded as a
brutal but not completely surprising Malthusian check to restore equilibrium
to an overpopulated and economically overextended society. A certain
historiographic consensus, especially but not exclusively in Britain, has tended
to minimise the effects of the Black Death in part because of a reluctance to
credit randomly generated external events with staggering historical effects.
One minimalising approach is, as stated, to focus on antecedent trends that
anticipated what would happen in the second half of the century. The other is
to emphasise how quickly things returned to normal. These are related to the
extent that if a reordering of the demographic equilibrium was already under-
way before 1348, the shock of rapid population loss would confirm rather than
abruptly reverse existing trends.

Where there is widespread agreement is that rural population loss contin-
ued after 1348 and created long-term radical economic and social dislocation.
By 1400 there had been a continuing loss of population, worse in rural areas
than in cities. In 1377, the population of England amounted to little more than
it had at the time of Domesday Book, much of thatloss due to the Black Death
but also to the successive plagues of 1360—2, 1369 and 1375.”' In the rural sut-
roundings of Pistoia there were only about 9,000 inhabitants in 1401, com-
pared with a population of 31,000 in 1244, an astonishing loss of over 70 per
cent. The number of rural communes was reduced to 44 from 124 over the
same petiod.”” It has been estimated that over 3,000 villages have at various
times been abandoned in England. Later enclosures for pasturage and creation
of parkland were certainly most important and the largest number of English
villages were voluntarily or forcibly abandoned between 1450 and 1550, but the
Black Death itself constitutes ‘the pre-history of enclosure’ because the
conversion of land to pasturage was motivated by the plunging demand and
prices for cereal crops due ultimately to the series of epidemics begun so
dramatically in the mid-fourteenth century.??

In Germany regions such as Thuringia, the mountainous areas of Swabia
along the Danube and the northern Mark of Brandenburg saw a rate of village

% Brenner in Aston and Philpin (1985), p. 21.
3t Miller in Agrarian History of England and Wales, 111 (1991), pp. 1-8.  ** Herlihy (1967), pp. 68—72.
% Beresford and Hurst (1971).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Rural society 93

abandonment of over 4o per cent. The Rhineland, on the other hand, equally
hard hit by the Black Death, experienced scarcely any loss in the number of
inhabited places. Overall Germany lost 25 per cent of its villages between 1300
and 1500. As Werner Rosener points out, however, it is important to dis-
tinguish between places that were entirely abandoned, fields and all, and those
where cultivation continued even if the residents had moved nearby.**

Despite the desertion of villages and migration to the cities, the overall fall
of population did not mean a proportionate abandonment of fields. To the
extent that the early fourteenth century had been charactetised by a Malthusian
saturation, the demographic decline relieved pressure on less fertile terrain
while the reduction of density of settlement did not effect a proportionate loss
in the productivity of the land. Agricultural prices and the value of land con-
tracted due to reduced demand while wages were under upward pressure due
to reduced supply. The aftermath of the Black Death would seem to have
benefited those members of the lower orders with the good fortune to survive,
and in many cases previously landless labourers now found themselves in
unwonted demand and could significantly improve their conditions.

In the long term (that is, by the end of the century), the agrarian economy
had collapsed into a depression that affected other sectors as well. The changes
in prices and wages as well as the later sharpening of economic crisis are some-
times related to the Black Death specifically (as long- versus short-term
effects), but more often to the series of successive epidemics that continued to
afflict Europe. Thus for the lands of Sankt Blasien in Brunswick there was a
significant reduction in the number of farms being cultivated between 1320
and 1340. The population declined with the Black Death and by the departure
of many of the surviving tenants lured by better opportunities elsewhere. The
immediate impact on the agrarian economy, however, was not so severe,
perhaps because despite the eatly fourteenth-century decline, the region was
still overpopulated in trelation to its agricultural possibilities of exploitation
before the plague struck. By 1400, however, the rural economy hence the
monastery’s revenues had collapsed. One fourth of the farms were deserted
and the monastery could no longer cultivate its demesne except by expensive
casual labour. These conditions were due more to the cumulative effects of epi-
demics after 1350 than to the Black Death itself.?®

In a study of late-medieval Normandy, Guy Bois identified several stages of
crisis affected by the demographic catastrophe of 1348 (amounting to a 5o per
cent mortality) but also by the intrinsic problems of the feudal economy. After
aninitial period of stagnation between 1314 and 1347, the Black Death brought
about a demographic collapse but not an immediate radical reduction in prices

3% Rosener (1992), pp. 255-6. ¥ Hoffmann (1989), pp. 212—24.
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or dramatic increase in wages. The period between 1380 and 1413 witnessed a
25 per cent decline in agricultural prices but also a significant recuperation of
at least part of the population. The real economic disaster took place between
1415 and 1450 but implicated in this was not only disease but other external
factors such as war and the internal tensions of an economy based on small-
scale production and seigneurial extraction.*

The absence of an immediate radical effect of the Black Death is confirmed
by Postan’s findings for England.?” In the area of Brignole in southern France,
where most tenants held lands on favourable terms (emphyteutic leases), there
seems to have been little change after 1348. Few properties were abandoned,
the price of good land remained high and the payment of the annual census
remained stable both in absolute terms and as a ratio of the price of the land
being cultivated.”®

There are, however, other indications that show that the Black Death did
have a direct impact on wages and the attitudes of peasants. While prices did
not begin their rapid decline in England until the late 1370s, tenants and labour-
ers demanded improvement in their leases and wages. The earlier Ordinance
of Labourers of 1349, confirmed by patliament as the Statute of Labourers in
1351, responded to upward pressure on wages and was vigorously enforced.
Manorial records suggest that wages were stable after the Black Death, but they
may disguise evasion of the wage control legislation by means of cash pay-
ments and other off the record inducements.*

The English wage legislation is the clearest evidence of the short-term eco-
nomic influence of the Black Death, but there is considerable variation of
opinion as to how effective it was. R. H. Hilton has found that it was initially
successful in restraining agricultural wages until 1360 and that the upward
trend accelerated after 1380.* The punitive wage legislation was part of a
seigneurial reaction that attempted to preserve or even strengthen the lords’
position after the Black Death. Labour services and fines were increased and
prohibitions on movement became more strictly enforced.*! Even before the
English Rising of 1381, however, and certainly by the end of the century, such
efforts had failed. The bishops of Durham, who held unusual political and
jutisdictional power in their palatinate, were forced to abandon attempts to
collect labour services.*” The gradual decline of English villeinage was greatly
encouraged, if not caused, by the untenable position of the lords with regard
to enforcing the bondage of their tenants in the demographic aftermath of the
repeated plagues.

3 Bois (1984). 37 Postan (1973), pp. 186—213. 3 Teclerq (1985), pp. 115—28.
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The seigneurial reaction was not everywhere unsuccessful, and even in
England was not resisted simply by invoking demographic inevitability as the
Rising of 1381 indicates. In Catalonia lords would enforce an even harsher
form of servitude than what had obtained before the epidemic and it would
require a full-scale peasant war in the late fifteenth century to procure the aboli-
tion of servitude.* In much of eastern Europe, the aftermath of the Black
Death marks the beginning of a process of degradation of a once-free peas-
antry into servile status that would endure well into the modern era.*

PEASANT REVOLTS

There had been many local uprisings in European rural communities before
the thirteenth century, but the scale and nature of peasant movements changed
after 1300 and especially after the Black Death. Unrest spread across a wide
area and was no longer provoked by disagreements over particular village or
manorial customs but by social demands and expectations.*> The most dra-
matic of these conflicts were the French Jacquerie of 1358 and the English
Rising of 1381 which convulsed the two kingdoms and had a short-lived but
(from the point of view of the upper orders of society) frightening success.
The revolts are to be understood as at least substantially related to the social
and economic crisis that characterised the fourteenth century. In some cases
(notably the Jacquerie) they reflect the desperate conditions of violence, dis-
order and oppression. They are also in certain respects the outgrowth of a
more favourable situation in which peasants felt more powerfully situated to
put forward their demands. The English Rising of 1381 is often seen as an
example of that favourite historical notion, the ‘revolution of rising expecta-
tions’ in which the failure to secure anticipated improvements in wages, tenut-
ial conditions and status leads to more strident demands than in citcumstances
of greater oppression with less petceived opportunity.

There are various typologies of peasant revolts that try to account for the
difference between small isolated manifestations of discontent and larger move-
ments of the sort that developed in the late Middle Ages. The Russian historian
B. F. Porchnev identified three forms of peasant resistance: flight, partial resis-
tance and open revolt.* Recent studies of both modern and earlier peasant soci-
eties have shown the importance of indirect, everyday forms of resistance that
could undermine the claims of the dominant elite without open confrontation.

Gunther Franz, the historian of the German Peasants’ War of 1525, dis-
tinguished between ‘Old Law’ rebellions that invoked custom and were

# Vicens Vives (1978); Freedman (1991), pp. 179—202.  * Brenner (1996), pp. 272—5.
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prompted by a lord violating local practices and ‘Godly Law’ uprisings based
on principles of general application. For Franz the former were by nature
specific to one lordship or jurisdiction while the scope of the 1525 war is
explained by the arguments over freedom and Christian equality made possi-
ble by the teachings of Martin Luther.’ Similatly Peter Burke posited a
dichotomy between traditionalist movements seeking a restoration of an
eatlier just order, and radical rebellions that envisioned a transformation of
society without reference to an idealised past.*® Here the radical visions atre not
as tied to religious discourse as in Franz.

Another taxonomy is one that distinguishes Messianic rebellions motivated
by a fervid climate of religious expectation (as in eatly fifteenth-century
Bohemia) from more practical uprisings motivated by a desite for social mobil-
ity. Guy Fourquin adds a third category in which an exceptional political or
fiscal crisis precipitated uprisings (as with both the Jacquerie and the English
Rising).*

These and other classification schemes have in common a desire to dis-
tinguish between ‘serious’ movements that encompassed a large geographical
area or that seem to represent a radical alternative and the normal discontents
characteristic of peasant society which has usually been regarded as conserva-
tive and resistant to change. While there is cleatly a difference between an upris-
ing limited to one or two manors and a widespread revolt on the scale of
England in 1381, the typologies based on putative motivation tend to disguise
the degtree to which local issues could be framed in radical ideological terms
and linked to questions that transcended parish boundaries. In the large-scale
revolts of the fourteenth century political matters provoked long-standing
social and economic grievances. The impact of famine, war and
maladministration in Flanders brought about a rebellion between 1323 and
1328 that was provoked by onerous taxes but joined to an attack against
exploitative lordship. The Jacquerie was, as Fourquin argued, the result of a
crisis in the French state provoked by the battle of Poitiers, the tightened fiscal
demands of the crown and the depredations of lawless troops. The English
Rising was precipitated by the infamous poll tax and the unpopulatity of John
of Gaunt and the royal ministers.

The involvement of peasants in protesting against taxation or corrupt
administration is surprising only if it is assumed that they were normally help-
less or unaware of anything beyond their localities. Certainly one of the
characteristics of peasant revolts after 1300 is that they were framed in terms
larger than local grievances. The fiscal demands of the French and English
monarchs should not be regarded as the sole cause of these revolts which had

47 Franz (1984), pp. 1—91.  *8 Burke (1978), pp. 173-8. % Fourquin (1978), pp. 129—6o.
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as their target the conditions of tenure, the arbitrary exercise of seigneurial
power and other local matters.

The first large-scale medieval peasant revolt took place in maritime Flanders
against a corrupt comital administration and its pro-French policies. From
1323 until they were crushed at the battle of Cassel by a French army in the
summer of 1328, peasants burned castles, drove out the count’s officials,
administered their own territories and established an army.” The districts of
Bruges, Ypres and Courtrai formed the centre of a virtual peasant republic
stretching along the coast from Bourbourg to the Scheldt river.

Atissue in the Flemish Revolt were political and fiscal questions concerning
the administration of Flanders as a whole. It was not exclusively a peasant
revolt as elements of the population of Bruges and Ypres also participated. In
its last two years the Flemish uprising became more radical and tended more
forcefully to present itself as directed against the richer landowners and the
Church rather than against the corrupt fiscality of the comital government.
This rebellion thus combined an articulate political programme and the stim-
ulus of what might seem traditional grievances.

The French Jacquerie of 1358 was relatively short-lived but made a greater
impression on contemporaties than the Flemish Revolt, in part because it took
place in the centre of France but also because it was petceived from the start
as essentially a revolt against the nobility. The Jacquerie began in response to
the depredations of French as well as English and Navarrese troops who pil-
laged the countryside in the aftermath of the defeat at Poitiers (1356). The
royal government was ineffective except in attempting to squeeze money for
the ransom of King John II and the nobility failed to protect tenants and was
discredited by its poor showing in battle with the English.

The peasants began to resist marauding knights in the Beauvaisis late in May
1358 but this turned very quickly into a general uprising against the nobility and
spread quickly to the region around Paris, Picardy and had a certain echo in
Champagne and Normandy. The contemporary chronicler Jean le Bel believed
that the peasants were led by ‘Jacques Bonhomme’ and the name ‘Jacquetie’ was
soon given to the revolt (the name occuts in the later histories of Froissart and
the Chronigue Normande). A certain Guillaume Calle was identified as the leader
of the insurgents but the peasants also elected local captains and the revolt was
in large measure spontaneous. It was suppressed quickly by the nobility aided
by Charles II the Bad, king of Navarre. In a sanguinary counter-Jacquerie, the
town of Meaux which had allied with the peasants was burned and Guillaume
Calle was captured and executed by a mock coronation in which he was placed
in a red-hot iron ‘throne’ and ‘crowned’ with a heated iron circlet.

50 TeBrake (1993).
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The motives for the Jacquerie remain the subject of considerable disagree-
ment. The nineteenth-century historian Siméon Luce attributed the revolt to
an excess of misery due to the combination of plague, war, taxation and
seigneurial oppression.’’ Guy Fourquin minimised its social basis, seeing the
uprising as the result of a specific short-term crisis of the legitimacy of royal
and noble authority. The peasants who were active in the uprising, according
to Fourquin, were well-off, formed a small minority and were encouraged by
outside forces, particulatly the urban elites opposed to the rapacity of the royal
government and angered by the prevailing disorder inflicted by the unem-
ployed men-at-arms.”® In her discussion of contemporary accounts of the
Jacquetie, Marie-Thérése de Medeiros also doubts that the Jacquerie was essen-
tially an anti-noble uprising, but acknowledges that the nobles had failed to
protect their tenants and had lost the aura of legitimacy. Her work demon-
strates the unanimity of the chroniclers in believing that the target was indeed
the noble class.”® The Jacquetie, despite the fact that it lasted only a matter of
weeks, would endure as a symbol of peasant rage and of the vulnerability of
the upper classes.

The English Rising of 1381 would also be long remembered as an explosion
of rustic fury against the landed classes. A secular cletk in eatly fifteenth-
century Oxford wrote a poem in the margins of a cartulary:

‘Man beware and be no fool

think upon the ax and of the stool.
The stool was hard, the ax was sharp
the fourth year of King Richard’.>*

Certainly the appearance of the peasant armies in London and their intimida-
tion of the young king was recalled as a horrendous instance of the world
turned upside down. John Gower depicted the events in a nightmare vision in
which previously useful animals escaped their bonds to bring ruin and disorder
to the land.

Here too, however, the rebellion can be seen cleatly to emanate from some-
thing more than spasmodic anger or Messianic egalitarianism. The revolt
began in response to government efforts to collect the third poll tax in four
yeats voted by parliament in 1380. Insurrection spread from south-west Essex
where it began in late May or eatly June until it included Kent, all of East
Anglia, Hertfordshire, Cambridgeshire and at least partially Sussex, Surrey and
Middlesex. Two peasant armies converged on London, the men of Kent led
by Wat Tyler and the Essex rebels. The Kentish forces arrived across the

1 Luce (1894), p- 9. % Fourquin (1978), pp. 134—9. > De Medeiros (1979), pp. 11-23.
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Thames in Blackheath, Southwark and Lambeth by 12 June and burned the
palace of the bishop of London. The men of Essex, coming from the north,
were allowed into London and now joined by the Kentish army they burned
the palace of John of Gaunt and sacked the Temple whose prior was the royal
treasurer, Robert Hales. The king and his entourage sought refuge in the Tower
of London. A parley at Mile End on 14 June represents the high tide of the
rebels’ fortunes. They forced the fourteen-year-old king to agree to the aboli-
tion of serfdom and to have charters recognising the liberty of specific tenants
drawn up. They also won royal consent to a uniform rate of rental payment
linked to acreage, the removal of restrictions on trade and a general amnesty.
Whether the rebels had more radical plans, such as monarchy depending not
on parliament but a ‘true commons’ of ordinary people, remains debatable.
Wat Tyler and his followers did take the matter sufficiently into their own hands
as to leave Mile End and enter the Tower where they summarily beheaded
Archbishop Simon Sudbury and Hales.

The next day, 15 June, saw another meeting between the king and the insut-
gents at Smithfield where Wat Tyler is reported by the Anonimalle Chronicle to
have presented new demands, including the end of all lordship except the
king’s, the distribution of Church property and the abolition of all bishops
except one. Tyler may not have wanted to reach an agreement with the king
and is reported to have behaved in an aggressively familiar manner, shaking the
king’s hand and drinking beer in his presence. The mayor of London, William
Walworth, attacked Tyler and killed him while the king managed to calm the
peasants by claiming to lead them. The rebels were dispersed relatively peace-
tully. Later the machinery of judgement was brought to bear against individ-
ual rebels, but the rising and its suppression proved to be considerably less
bloody than its French counterpart.

To what extent the demands presented in London represent the grievances
of the countryside at large is uncertain. Wat Tyler’s demands and the sermon
preached at Blackheath by John Ball (which cited the couplet “‘When Adam
delved and Eve span, who was then the gentleman?’) put forward a theory of
equality and an attack on lordship. Rather than emphasising the radical
demands presented at Smithfield, historians examining particular localities have
shown connections between eatlier distutbances and the events of 1381.
Peasants attempted to use legal means against what they regarded as arbitrary
treatment by their lords rather than attacking lordship as such. Many of the
regions that participated most enthusiastically in the Rising of 1381 had a
history of suits over servile status and attendant obligations. Tenants at
Elmham in Suffolk and Leighs in Essex had attempted to prove their free status.
Forty villages in the south of England in 1377 were swept by a movement called
the ‘Great Rumour’ in which seigneurial demands for labour services were
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opposed by claims of free tenancy based on Domesday Book.™ At the
monastery of St Albans, rebels in 1381 dug up from the cloister the pieces of
hand-mills that had been confiscated and used for paving stones in an earlier
confrontation between peasants and the monastery over the seigneurial
monopoly on mills. St Albans forbade its tenants to grind their own grain and
the memory of the forcible suppression was alive in 1381 so that at the festive
occasion when the peasants broke into the cloister, they dug up the stones and
divided them into pieces giving some to each other in a ceremony resembling
the distribution of communion bread.*

Events at St Albans also demonstrate the respect for what was believed to
be old custom rather than a remaking of society according to the programme
presented at Smithfield. The tenants of St Albans burned documents record-
ing their obligations but at the same time insisted that the abbot present a
charter, supposedly issued by King Offa, “with capital letters, one of gold, one
of azure’, that contained the fundamental provisions of their free status. The
abbot protested that he knew of no such document, promised he would look
for it, and eventually was compelled to write another charter granting the
rather limited concessions that the peasants claimed.”’

Given the variety of local demands and the difficulty of reconstructing a
peasant programme out of the hostile accounts of the chroniclers, one cannot
ascribe a single or principal cause to the English Rising. Most clearly among
fourteenth-century revolts, however, the English example must be seen in rela-
tion to the conditions arising as a consequence of the Black Death and sub-
sequent epidemics. Eatrlier local conflicts over tenurial obligations were joined
together by common grievances over arbitrary seigneurial and governmental
levies, themselves the result of a crisis in land values and royal financing, The
desire of the lords to resist increasing wages and to take advantage of the
unfree status of many of their tenants to increase their failing revenues ran into
peasant expectations of improved conditions, and resentment against serfdom
and its indignities.

Suppression of the revoltin 1381 did not mean an end to peasant resistance
in England. There would be five regional revolts between 1381 and 1405, espe-
cially in Kent, Cheshire and Yorkshire.”® More importantly, the last decade of
the fourteenth century saw an acceleration in the leasing out of seigneurial
lands and the consequent abandonment of demesne farming, Peasants in this
period were able to use the threat to leave their tenements in order to nego-
tiate better terms for themselves in spite of the renewal of punitive legislation
regarding mobility and agricultural wages. The era saw an unusual degree of

5 Faith (1984).  *® Walsingham, Gesta Abbatum Monasterii Sancti Albani, 111, p. 309.
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movement and it is a reasonable conjecture that what the peasants had not
been able to win by direct means in 1381, they were at least partially successful
in obtaining by taking advantage of what remained their greatest weapon: the
decline in the labour force. While it is impossible to set a date for the end of
serfdom in England, there is little doubt that 1381 marked the critical moment
in its fading away, a process that the fifteenth century would complete.
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CHAPTER 6

URBAN LIFE

Jean-Pierre [ egnay

1T is impossible to deny that fourteenth-century towns were profoundly
affected by the economic contraction that followed previous expansion,
however much historians wish to avoid generalisation and make proper
allowance for the very considerable variations between regions. The situation
was aggravated by the poor harvests of 1314—17 and the resulting shortages,
as well as by the Black Death (1347—50) and subsequent outbreaks of plague.
The result was a sharp drop in population levels, barely compensated for by
the influx of refugees from the countryside. These factors, combined with
high rates of taxation and manipulation of the coinage in some states, ham-
pered commercial and manufacturing activity and exacerbated social tensions.

OUTLINE OF URBAN EUROPE, C. 1300

European towns at the beginning of the fourteenth century were the result of
many centuries of expansion; they were denser in the southern, Mediterranean
regions (Italy, Catalonia, Aquitaine, Provence) and in certain areas of northern
and north-western Europe (Flanders, the Rhineland, the valleys of the Seine,
Rhoéne and Loire, the Channel and Atlantic coastlands).

Urban networks were established in most areas. Economic, demographic
and cultural expansion had reactivated the great majority of episcopal cities,
dating from late antiquity or the early medieval petiod. Many substantial vil-
lages that had grown up near castles, abbeys and priories succeeded in raising
themselves to the rank of true towns, while settlement and clearing, as well as
the need to defend vulnerable border areas, were responsible for more recent
foundations, the deliberate creations of princes, secular or ecclesiastical lords
and the pioneering activities of rural immigrants.

The last years of the thirteenth century and the course of the fourteenth
saw the building of the last of Aquitaine’s 300 bastides, the last ‘planted towns’
on the Welsh and Scottish borders (Caernarfon, Conway, or Berwick upon

102

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Urban life 103

Tweed resurrected from its ruins). In central and eastern Europe there were
the recent and continuing settlements of the Teutonic knights, besides those
that were the fruit of German and Slav colonisation (Brandenburg, Danzig,
Rostock, Stettin). Half of the towns in Mecklenburg date from between 1250
and 1350.

Nevertheless, it would be difficult to draw up alist of towns in each kingdom
or great lordship. Contemporary administrators virtually never recorded settle-
ments of any size; when political, military or fiscal considerations happened to
make them do so, their conclusions varied from one estimate to the next. So
in France, for example, there are extraordinary discrepancies in the gatherings
of citizens at provincial assemblies, the estates of the Languedoc and the
Languedoil: 91 towns were listed in 1302, 259 in 1308, 227 in 1316, 96 in 1318!
According to the American historian C. H. Taylor, 570 places in all were called
to play a part in these representative assemblies, but by no means all of them
can be called towns in the full sense.! They fail to meet the necessary criteria,
whether economic, demographic, institutional, architectural or religious (sup-
porting convents of friars).

Despite the quickening pace of urbanisation in the thirteenth century, Europe
remained deeply rural; in some areas as much as 95 per cent of the population
lived in the countryside. Entire countries (Ireland, Scandinavia, Portugal), as
well as provinces such as the Auvergne or Brittany, or imperial Savoy, were still
content with miserable little towns scarcely differentiated from neighbouring
villages.

The rise in urban population was more the result of immigration from the
rural hinterland (French plat pays, Italian contado) than of natural growth. People
from all levels of society — noble, lawyer and peasant — were attracted by offers
of work, opportunities for business, security or tax advantages: they all came
crowding into districts within the town walls, or lived outside in the densely
populated suburbs. There has been fruitful research on both the geographical
and socio-political origins of these immigrant movements in Florence, Genoa,
Barcelona and Lyon. In the absence of any real population returns, lists of
heads of households (chefs d'vstels) liable for direct taxation, lists of rent-payers
with feudal obligations, rolls of adults liable for military service or married
women (Annecy) enable the historian to make ‘accurate approximations’ (to
use A. Croix’s phrase), despite the uncertainties surrounding both the concept
of the fiscal hearth and exemption from taxation.? This evidence leaves no
doubt that most centres of population were small; in fact, the majority of four-
teenth-century towns barely reached or exceeded 1,500 to 2,000 inhabitants.

! Taylor (1954). 2 Croix (1974), - 43-
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The population of Chambéry, the favourite residence of the dukes of Savoy,
was undoubtedly less than 4,000 in the fourteenth century; Annecy, capital of
the counts of Geneva, scarcely 1,500; the majority of the towns in the Forez
(with the exception of Montbrison), of the county of Comminges, the duchy
of Brittany (excluding Nantes, Rennes and Vannes) and Portugal were of this
order of magnitude. Against this background, towns with 10,000 to 20,000
inhabitants were in a different class: York, Norwich, Bristol (the most impot-
tant English towns after London) fall within this range. Any urban centre with
over 20,000 citizens already had a great range of diverse activities and excep-
tional influence in the surrounding region. Population levels were highest
before the catastrophes of the fourteenth century: Paris, it has been argued,
had more than 200,000 inhabitants, followed by Florence, Genoa, Milan,
Naples, Palermo, Rome and Venice (all with populations of ¢ 100,000);
London may have had 80,000, Ghent, between 50,000 and 60,000 inhabitants,
and Bruges around j5o0,000; others (Rouen, Lyon, Cologne, etc) with levels
between 20,000 and 40,000. Of the recently founded towns of central and
eastern Europe Litbeck probably had a population of 15,000 in 1300; Danzig,
Magdeburg, Nuremberg, Vienna and Prague neatly 20,000. These are hypo-
thetical figures, and those relating to Paris and London in particular have fre-
quently been debated. Nevertheless, even these approximations demonstrate
both the expansion of urban populations and their limits. It is questionable
whether there were between eighty and one hundred towns with more than
10,000 inhabitants in the whole of Europe.

The urban landscape had been modelled for generations to come in the pre-
ceding centuries, above all in the thirteenth. Full topographical reconstruction
of town plans reveals either ‘double towns’ (the association of an episcopal
city founded in the classical petiod and a dynamic, mercantile and artisanal
bourg, which had developed neat an abbey at a later date, such as Périgueux,
Toulouse or Narbonne), or complex, multicellular settlements stemming from
the combination of an ancient centre with bourgs on its periphery, which were
the result of major phases of urban expansion (Paris, Reims, Leiden). But the
majority of reconstructed town plans have a less elaborate structure. To over-
simplify wildly — for every plan is in fact an individual case — sometimes they
were no more than a main road, with a lane inside the walls and a few secondary
roads joining the two; sometimes they copied some new towns and employed
a more or less regular grid layout, which resulted from more considered town
planning (Aigues-Mortes, Montauban); sometimes a radial-concentric plan
was adopted, with the oval or circular extent of the town walls defining its
outer limits and the subordination of the most important roads to a centre,
occupied by church (Brive), castle or market hall (Bruges).

Although the available space was seldom measured, exceptin Mediterranean
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towns (Venice, Palermo, Naples) and cultivated land was still to be found
within the ramparts, circulation within the town remained extremely difficult.
Only one or two major roads joining the main fortified gates (the High Street,
la Rue, la Grande Charriére) were capable of carrying carts and other heavy
traffic. The other ways, the maze of tiny streets, alleys and passageways, further
divided into guartiers, ot districts (Tarascon, Cahors) were no mote than steep
and twisting passages ot boyaux (Chartres), datkened by overhanging houses,
blocked by tools, materials and filth. At the outset of the fourteenth century
there were very few lords or communities with any concern for the mainte-
nance of roads, the alignment of fagades, or for public health (Saint-Omer,
Aurillac and the Italian towns).

The town walls undoubtedly impeded circulation. They protected most
large towns and the extension of walls to encompass settlements on the edge
of the town is also an indicator of urban expansion. The surface area of
fortified Paris grew from a dozen hectares under the first Capetians to 275
hectares under Philip Augustus, before reaching 400 hectares in the reigns of
Chatles V and Charles VI, with the extension of the town walls on the right
bank. This was a considerable area, but in no way exceptional: Ghent and
Cologne, for example, both covered more than soo hectares. But the majority
of middle-sized and unimportant towns made do with a fortress and a fortified
church (Saint-Malo) and the walls were very far from being complete along
their entire length, let alone harmonious and effective — despite the picture of
Epinal familiar from numerous chronicle miniatures.

Over the years — and often at great expense, jeopardising their fragile bud-
getary equilibrium — European towns had been endowed with the wonders of
Gothic architecture which were the focus of their worship, commerce and
fellowship. The beginning of the fourteenth century saw the further elabora-
tion of this monumental heritage. Building yards were busy at many cathedrals:
the choir of Evreux Cathedral, the nave at York, the cathedrals of Utrecht,
Siena, Florence and Lucca all date from this period. The numbers of parish
churches, chapels and hospitals increased everywhere in response to the larger
areas covered by towns and the changing structures of traditional religious life.
The mendicant orders — Dominicans, Franciscans, Carmelites, Poor Clares —
established themselves with the support of both the people and the town
authorities: 423 convents were founded between 1210 and 1275; 215 between
1275 and 1350.° The presence of such convents, as well as their numbers,
provide an additional means of identifying and classifying towns, since the gifts
of the faithful could lodge and support three or four convents. The church of
St Dominic at Perugia (founded in 1305) was a source of inspiration, with its

3 Emery (1962), p. 3.
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three naves of equal height dramatically increasing the interior space. The
northern communes, the consulates of Italy and Aquitaine and other advanced
municipal regimes in England and Germany were all concerned about their
official buildings, the places of government and commerce which constituted
‘public palaces’: the Palazzo Vecchio at Florence (built between 1299 and 1315);
the belfties sited at the very heart of northern and Flemish towns (Ypres
finished in 1285, Ghent finished in 1337); the squates for public assembly in
Italy (the ‘piazza del Campo’ in Siena or the Florentine ‘piazza del Duomo’); the
guildhalls of England and Flanders, French maisons communes or German
Rathiuser, such as that at Breslau — to say nothing of covered markets, bridges
and so on.

The towns of ¢ 1300 certainly do not present a picture of decline, although
there had been ominous portents on the horizon for at least two generations.
The bankruptcy of the patrician class (the merchant oligarchy whose domi-
nance was based on money and marriage alliances) was already evident in many
centres, where their corruption and ineflicient management of public finance
had already been denounced and attacked. The rift between rich and poor, the
popolo grosso and the exploited and humiliated popolo minuto, grew wider every
day. The first urban problems sprang from this gulf, provoked by countless
injustices and the exploitation of the misery of the poot: strikes (Douai), riots
(at Ypres and Bruges ¢ 1280, at Paris in 1306—7), lasting revolts in Italy and
Flanders.

A CENTURY OF SUFFERING

Chapter headings such as ‘Era of the Apocalypse’ or “The epoch of tragedies’,
‘Century of affliction’ or ‘Century of the Hundred Years War’ underline the
profound fracture in the west during the fourteenth century: catastrophe was
piled upon catastrophe; no town or generation was spared. The murderous
triple procession of famines, plagues and wat were branded on the memory,
even when all the other factors which helped put an end to eatlier expansion
were forgotten.

The vicious citcle that had started in the second half of the thirteenth
century grew steadily worse. At an early date whole regions and complete
towns experienced difficulties with food supplies: Castile from 1301,
Languedoc the following year, Paris in 1305. Particularly disadvantaged areas
suffered regularly from malnutrition, shortages and famines caused by poor
harvests, difficulties of supply and the shameless speculation of merchants
and tax farmers, together with grossly inflated prices and inadequate arrange-
ments for the storage of grain. People weakened by malnutrition were espe-
cially vulnerable to epidemics (Otvieto). The great famines produced
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wholesale slaughter in a world that was already overcrowded, especially in the
towns, which were natural outlets for rural overpopulation. Northern Europe
was affected in 1315—16; Languedoc in 1332 and 1375; Catalonia and Barcelona
in 1333. In that ‘first bad yeatr’ 10,000 died in Barcelona, 20 per cent of the
population. In the few weeks between 1 May and November 1316, the popula-
tion of Ypres was reduced by 2,974 inhabitants, ot 10 per cent. An eye-witness
described how every day the bodies of those who had collapsed from starva-
tion had to be collected from the streets and hastily buried in ditches dug for
the purpose in new cemeteries. Moreover, fear of food shortages remained a
major concern of municipal administrations throughout the fourteenth
century. It partly explains their tight hold over the hinterland ( plat pays, contado)
which was in any case often incapable of feeding the citizens for a whole year
(Genoa, Venice), implementing authoritarian price controls and similar mea-
sures.

Illnesses termed ‘plagues’, often of uncertain origin, had already struck the
towns of the west more than once. At the beginning of the century Seville
(1311) and Valencia (1326, 1335) had been severely affected. But these wete a
mere prelude to the Black Death, which heralded universal pandemonium.
Carried in Genoese ships from Caffa in the Crimea, it reached Messina in
September 1347. The ‘plague’ — bubonic plague, characterised by buboes
(inflamed glandular swellings) and often accompanied by pulmonary
complications and septicaemia — struck western Europe in 1347—52. The
spread of this scourge can be traced from town to town: Marseille was affected
in November 1347, Avignon in March 1348, Lyon and Toulouse in April,
Rouen in July, Paris in August. It had reached London by the end of 1348,
Copenhagen and Bergen in 1349, Libeck in June 1350. The disease slackened
its grip in severe winters, but was reactivated by heat and humidity. It dis-
appeared for a while, to return with a vengeance every ten or fifteen years:
these crises occurred in 13603, 1373—s5, 1382—3, 1389—90 and at the very end
of the century. A combination of circumstances made the towns particularly
vulnerable: districts with high population densities, the presence of garrisons
and refugees in times of war, the insanitariness of poor housing, as well as the
promiscuity that prevailed there; then there were the rivers of semi-liquid
waste, that accumulated in the streets and contemporary opinion condemned
as an undoubted source of infection, and the proliferation of rodents and fleas
which carried the disease. There are no precise mortality statistics, for the
numbers cited by contemporaries (60,000 deaths at Avignon according to the
papal doctor Guy de Chauliac) are sheer fantasy. Nevertheless, the severity of
the outbreak can be gauged by the wave of panic which seized those in impor-
tant positions (such as the rich men, richs homens, of Valencia) in their frantic
flight to isolated locations; by the attitude and resigned comments of others,
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and by the violent or emotive reactions of specific individuals. Higher levels of
purchase of mortuary cloths (Lyon, Florence), an appreciable increase in the
number of wills in notarial writing-offices (Besangon) or bequests to churches
and mendicant convents are all significant factors. At the same time there was
a sharp drop in the number of taxpayers and apprenticeship contracts, as well
as in the revenue from municipal levies. It has been possible to assess the
impact of the epidemic upon population level from tax records. Two registers
from Albi, the tax lists (comzpoix) of 1343 and 1357, show a fall in the number of
taxable hearths in the town from 1,550 to 685. It has been estimated that the
population of Toulouse fell from 50,000 to 19,000 between 1335 and 1405, a
decline of §8 per cent over seventy years. Most assessments confirm the
impression of demographic collapse given by the contemporary chronicler,
Jean Froissart, who wrote that ‘a third of the wotld died”.*

Individuals in positions of responsibility at local level were well aware of the
gravity of the plague, the speed with which it took hold and the dangers of
contagion, although they were unable to understand the origin or causes of this
implacable calamity, traumatising in its very selectivity — sometimes affecting
mainly adults, on other occasions striking primarily at children (the wortaldad
dels infants at Valencia in 1362), the poor rather than the rich. They were reduced
to isolating the dying in their homes, or in hospitals which became little more
than places to wait for death; renting rough-and-ready premises, including old
wine presses (Nantes) ot huts (Annecy); introducing controls and restrictions
on travelling, expelling foreigners — such as soldiers or merchants — who came
from regions already affected; sometimes they even had to dispose of the sick
before they were dead (Uzerche). Doctors and barber-surgeons were recruited
everywhere, together with nursing personnel — but so were gravediggers. Every
cloud has a silver lining; the plague at least provided a (rare) opportunity to
clean roads and adopt public health measures, suppressing liquid sewage and
night soil dumps (bouillons et dépotoirs) and organising new drains and conduits.

It is still more difficult to assess the impact of wars on urban history — “wars’
in the plural because the Hundred Years War, interrupted by treaties, over-
shadowed other shorter and more localised conflicts. We need only mention
here the civil war in Castile between Peter the Cruel and Henry of Trastimara
in 1366—9 and its continuations, the bloody struggles between various towns,
rivalry between seafaring powers in the Baltic, the ravages of brigands in France
or of mercenaries in the pay of communes or tyrants in Italy, the conflicts in
Florence of 1303, factional struggles (the Blacks and the Whites at Pistoia),
vendettas and even urban manifestations of peasant uprisings, such as the
revolt of English workers in 1381. Each period of tension was accompanied by

* Froissart, Chroniques, ed. Luce, 1v, p. 100.
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sieges, pillage and massacres. The onset of peace might sometimes prove still
more dangerous, with the demobilisation of mercenaries, deprived of the pay,
ransom and booty to which they had grown accustomed. These dangers were
of course unequally spread. Properly fortified, the great urban centres were
better protected than large villages and — unless there was some untoward inci-
dent, such as treason or a revolt — they escaped the destruction of siege and
chevanchée. 1t was only the unprotected suburbs that were at the mercy of the
smallest band. The chevanchées of the Black Prince across Languedoc in 1355,
then in northern Aquitaine before the battle of Poitiers in 1356, were campaigns
of systematic pillage and destruction in which the suburbs of Narbonne and
Carcassonne, and churches and monasteries on the edge of towns
(Castelnaudry), together with leather and textile workshops (Limoux), paid a
high price. The worst excesses were committed by bands of brigands (routiers)
operating around Paris and in the Ile-de-France in 1356—60; in September 1358
the Navarrese employed by Chatles the Bad, who had just failed to take the
town of Amiens, took vengeance by firing the suburbs: according to Froissart,
over 3,000 houses were destroyed in the blaze. Even making allowance for
exaggerations, there is no doubt that sixty years later there were still traces of
ruins and charred walls. The presence of a garrison was just as dangerous for
the area in which they lodged as for the hinterland which they systematically
ravaged, molested and attacked (#ravailliet, herriet et guerrief). English troops quar-
tered at Lusignan in Poitou were responsible for ravages that discredited the
occupying forces in the eyes of the indigenous population. Finally, there was
one other form of destruction in time of war: the deliberate burning of houses
both to free a clear line of fire and so that they could not offer cover to any
assailant. Even when it was justified, this decision had catastrophic effects
(Tours, Poitiers).

Yet the trilogy of war, plague and famine, however catastrophic, cannot in
themselves entirely explain the difficulties experienced by most of the towns
of western Europe in the fourteenth century. There were also individual
dramas in the general crisis. A freak flood at Narbonne in 1316 caused 300
dwellings to disappear in the course of a single night. Fires were also frequent,
since the majority of homes were still built of wood ot cob and roofed with
thatch: 355 houses were destroyed in Strasburg in 1298, while an unidentified
epidemic accounted for 15,000 deaths in 1313—15, according to a Basle chron-
icle; fire ravaged Montbrison in 1359 and an earthquake destroyed Montpellier
in 1373.

The problems associated with the emergent modern state, the demands of
kings and princes confronted with urgent demands for money to establish
their administrations and diplomacy, levy armies and sustain their lifestyle must
also bear some responsibility for crisis in the towns. The citizens constantly
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denounced unjust taxes (maltites) and exactions, complaining about forced
loans, the ever-increasing rate of indirect taxation (azdes), hearth taxes ( founages),
direct taxation (faz/les) and the salt tax ( gabelle). They frequently had to support
three levels of taxation: old feudal taxes levied by local lords, new taxes
imposed by the king or prince, as well as municipal levies to maintain town
walls and garrisons. Like the peasants they had, in some kingdoms, to bear the
consequences of repeated devaluation and manipulation of the coinage:
eighty-five in France between 1337 and 1360, mote under Charles VI after 1385.
These measures seemed justified by the shortage of bullion and the hope of
wiping out debts while at the same time increasing surpluses, but they dis-
couraged investment by people of independent means, investors and mer-
chants, while creating a climate of uncertainty that was damaging to the
economy and trade. Return to monetary stability was one of the principal
demands of Etienne Marcel and of the delegates of the estates general of the
Languedoil, meeting at Paris in 1355—8. The scorn, hatred and aggravation felt
or suffered by strangers (the English at Patis in 1358), pawnbrokers, Lombard
bankers, Jewish communities persecuted during the Black Death and living
under the permanent threat of expulsion did nothing whatsoever to encout-
age investment or the resumption of business.

The city paid a high price whenever disaster struck or there was political
conflict. Civic life was disrupted or even paralysed for several years, and the
consequences can be measured in terms of economic activity, social unrest and
insecurity. Whole districts lay in ruins or were abandoned by their inhabitants.
Fiscal records document case after case of desertions, habitually describing
places as frostes, desbastives, dekenes et awasties (Flanders); here and there, well-
maintained houses had been replaced by ruined and deserted buildings (asures
ruineuses, desherbregées). In 1375 town officials in Reims recorded falls in the rental
value of houses of the order of 30 to 5o per cent. At the same time, royal
commissioners visiting Troyes gave evidence in their report of the departure
of the majority of overtaxed inhabitants: [they] have left and are leaving the
town because of the charge with which they are burdened, and only 300
taxable hearths remain’.®> The fall of property values in supposedly wealthy
areas confirmed the scale of the disaster. Calculations based on the invento-
ries of the townspeople of the Toulousain made for tax purposes (fvres d'es-
times) reveal that the overall estimate of urban wealth in the area, estimated at
1,750,000 /vres tonrnoisin 13 35, fell to 460,000 Avresin 1384 and to below 300,000
livres in 1391.

The situation was repeated at a local level from building yards to workshops,
markets to tax farmers. However, we must refrain from generalisation. Towns

5 Bibolet (1975), 11, p. 14.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Urban life IT1

less acutely affected, or those which enjoyed an extended period of tranquil-
lity, recovered quickly, even from the plague. Lisbon was on the way to becom-
ing a great Atlantic port in the fourteenth century; Barcelona only showed
signs of decline at the end of the century; Avignon continued to exploit the
presence of the pope, and — at a completely different level — with the return of
peace and end of the War of Succession, small towns in Brittany were already
turning the modest resoutces of their hinterland to profit and joining the great
trade routes.

The difficulties encountered in daily life were also responsible for the climate
of insecurity that prevailed everywhere. Signs of discontent, uprisings
prompted by misery and the exasperation of the lowest orders of society
became increasingly frequent, culminating with a paroxysm in the period
1378—82, which was marked by disturbances at Florence (1378), Ghent
(1379-82), in towns in France and in the great French fiefs (Nimes, Le Puy in
1378, Montpellier in 1379), in Germany (at Danzig, Brunswick, Liibeck). These
revolts did not usually last long, but their violence took people unawares: the
inhabitants hurled themselves on to the streets — tradespeople, members of
guilds and their servants, building labourers, hired agricultural workers who
lived in semi-rural suburbs (Béziers in 1381). The prospect of pillage lured
many from the fringes of society; they were joined by agitators with political
motives from areas favourable to radical change. Most chroniclers were
unsympathetic and speak of effrois, commotions and communes, or use local names,
such as the rebeynes at Lyon, the Harelle (from the rioters’ cry of FHaro) at Rouen
(1382), the revolt of the maillotins (cartiers of mallets) at Paris (1382), the rising
of the Ciompi at Florence (1378) and so on. Historical and sociological
research has endeavoured to uncover cycles of violence, as at Lyon® or in the
Languedoc,” tracing the increasing level of discontent to its final explosion,
and emphasising the xenophobic, anti-clerical and anti-Semitic sentiments that
resulted (at Paris in 1382). Efforts have also been made to identify revolts
prompted by taxes and uprisings triggered by poverty, as well as those kindled
by political movements and dominated by strong personalities, such as Pierre
Coninc at Bruges at the beginning of the century, James and Philip van
Artevelde at Ghent (1334—45 and 1375—-82) and Etienne Marcel at Paris
(1355-8).

It is more difficult to document the chronic insecurity experienced by those
who had come down in the world, by the maladjusted and delinquents of every
description, and by the endlessly scrounging gallows birds — to be found on the
streets, beneath porches, in graveyards and at every fair and market. In normal
conditions every social unit has a disruptive fringe; in the fourteenth century

¢ Fedou (1964). 7 Wolff (1954).
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this clement was swollen by the influx of refugees, with rural poverty
aggravating the situation in the town, and exacerbated by increased destitution
and the presence of mercenaries. The town then became a magnet for fringe
elements of every kind, a pack of violent men, beggars or caymans, vagabonds,
ribald men and trollops in ‘goliardic’ bands, besides professional criminals. The
richest judicial sources to date, the registers of the Paris parlement or the chatelet,
which incorporate thousands of trial records or letters of pardon, enable us to
reconstruct a disturbing subsection of society whose exploits were the talk of
the neighbourhood.® Eventually, the towns became concerned and imposed
constraints; in 1354 John II of France instructed one of his legal officers, Pierre
Lieuvillier, to use all possible means to putge the kingdom of criminals who
disrupted public order, citing ‘coin clippers, highwaymen, thieves male and
female, abductors of women, muggers, swindlers, those who give false
witness’. The ordinance proved ineffectual and the situation deteriorated to
such an extent that, in 1395, the citizens of Paris were afraid of going out after
nightfall, in case they were attacked by ‘people of low degree’. Legislation was
much concerned with vagabonds and layabouts (particularly shocking at such
a time of population decrease and labour shortages), prostitutes and the pimps
and ruffians who protected them, whose presence was an affront to honest cit-
izens. An ordinance of John II the Good of 1351 gave beggars three days in
which to choose between work and expulsion, with heavy penalties — includ-
ing branding with a red-hot iron — for those unwilling to work.

But urban violence was by no means the exclusive preserve of down-and-
outs. The citizen had every opportunity to have a drink and “warm himself” in
one of the many taverns (sixty-six in Avignon). Behaviour was remarkably
impulsive: 54 per cent of the cases heard before the Avignon law courts related
more or less directly to physical and verbal violence and brawls alone repre-
sented more than 4o per cent of the total, abuse (#ure) 7 per cent, while theft
accounted for a mete 3.5 per cent of the total.” There are similar figures for
Paris, Reims, Rennes and the towns of the Touraine.

A CENTURY OF CHANGE

The picture of misery habitually presented by contemporary chronicles and by
seigneurial and municipal archives should not blind us to the changes which
were taking place in towns in the fourteenth century.

Architectural expansion was checked neither by war nor by plague. The
general climate of insecurity even encouraged military building. All over
Europe authorities took the initiative in improving or extending their town

8 Geremek (1976). 9 Chiffoleau (1980), pp. 342-3.
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walls, so that new areas were protected. Work was in progress at Hamburg and
Pisa in about 1300, at Genoa and Regensburg from 1320, at Louvain, Brussels
and Barcelona in the middle of the century, at Augsburg ¢ 1380. With the
resumption of the Hundred Years War, sleepy French masons’ yards that had
seen little work during the years of peace and demobilisation were rein-
vigorated. And so the fortifications were improved in a number of French
towns: Reims after 1337, Toulouse (1345—80), Paris at the time of Etienne
Marcel (when the city was terrorised by both mercenaries and Jacques), Poitiers
under the rule of John, duke of Berry (1372—1416). Everyone — the king
himself, castle governors, local lords — encouraged municipal initiative. An
edict of Chatles V, dated 19 July 1367, ordered the French towns that enjoyed
especial royal favour (bomnes villes) to put their defences in order with a
minimum of delay. Although many town walls were improved and towers,
gateways and curtain walls better adapted to changes in siegecraft, neverthe-
less the results were by no means universally satisfactory, nor do they stand
comparison with what remains of the fortifications at Avignon and York, or
at Obidos or Guimates in Portugal. By no means everyone was convinced of
the long-term importance of good defensive fortifications. Individualism and
dogmatism combined to obstruct participation in the requisite collective
financial effort (Poitiers). Bishops and canons were accused of culpable negli-
gence; the incensed townspeople of Reims invaded the archbishop’s palace,
claiming that he had failed to discharge his responsibilities as their protectox!
Some badly managed and hastily executed works were notoriously inadequate.
Lack of funds resulted in sections of curtain wall remaining unfinished,
replaced once the opening had been made with a simple fence (Troyes) or by
the back of houses (the so-called murenches at Annecy).

Improvements in fortification were accompanied by re-enforced garrisons,
militias and other defensive forces. When Florence was threatened by Henry
VII of Luxemburg in 1312, the city was in a position to mobilise 12,000 citi-
zens, both contadini and mercenaries, foot-soldiers and cavalrymen. From 1317
the townspeople of many French towns entreated Philip V to appoint vigor-
ous captains to defend them. As a result, the office of town captain was wide-
spread and it became one of the hubs of local administration, the private
preserve of impoverished nobles who were tempted by the wages and material
advantages which it offered. Mobilising the militia was one of the duties of the
captain-governor. Theoretically, it was the duty of every ‘head of household’
between sixteen and sixty to present himself, armed, at every muster. These
individuals were then dispersed along the walls in units of twelve or of fifty
men, known as dizaines, or cinguantaines. The town guard had three main func-
tions: to keep watch at the gates of the town (a prestigious task, reserved for
leading citizens), sentry duty on the towers and the night-watch (or arricre-gues)
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in the streets of the towns. We should not harbour any illusions about the
military calibre of the citizens: they were badly trained and equipped, with
little motivation. The sorties made by the citizens of Paris in the years 1356—8
and their clashes with mercenaries during the same period were far from
successfull

There was a gradual general improvement in the level of equipment in all
garrisons. The information supplied by the earliest accounts and inventoties is
very disparate. The word ‘artillery’, taken in the very broadest sense, refers to
bladed weapons, catapults and other siege engines. The first canons (called
bastons ot engins) gradually made their appearance on the ramparts: heavy bom-
bards at first (at Lille or Tournai from the eatly 1340s), gradually comple-
mented by other, more suitable calibres — serpentines, tapered veuglaires and
mortars with a vertical trajectory. They required specialists to handle them,
under the command of a ‘master of canons’ — gunners rather than merely
blacksmiths. Some towns became famous for the manufacture of arms: Liége
had gunsmiths, besides manufacturers and finishers of swords; from the four-
teenth century onwards there was a sizeable iron and bronze fire-arms indus-
try at Dinant and Namur, while huge orders for armour and equipment wete
vital for the economies of Milan, Brescia and other Lombard cities.

Whenever towns had a respite from watfare — or if they were simply lucky
enough to escape it — they continued to expand and increase their massive
resources. The landscape underwent a process of continual expansion both
inside the walls and beyond them, sometimes changed out of all recognition.
After the papal move to Avignon, complete with cardinals and all the depart-
ments of the papal curia (1309—78) and accompanied by a great wave of immi-
grants, the town of Avignon was completely remodelled. Continued growth
within the town saw the building of a fortified papal palace, individual man-
sions and other buildings to house a population that quickly doubled to more
than 30,000. The Italian towns continued to expand and an increasing number
of private and public palaces were built: the mid-century Bargello (or Palazzo
del Podesta) at Florence, the Palazzo Pubblico at Siena and the Palazzo Ducale
at Venice. These were public palaces on the grand scale, with splendid fagades
decorated with painting or sculpture, such as the Platea Communis at Parma,
or the Sienese Campo. Then there were the fountains, often copying the mas-
terpieces of Niccolo Pisano of Perugia, and the bridges lined with shops, such
as the Ponte Vecchio at Florence or the Ponte Nuovo at Pisa. The same vital-
ity was reflected in the new belfties of northern European towns with their
clocks and bells (Béthune, Bruges, Douai, Ghent, Termonde), as well as in the
town halls (Rathdiuser, Biirgerbduser) of German towns (Aachen, Cologne). The
commercial facilities which promoted trading activities also developed: they
ranged from simple arrangements for bakers and fishmongers, from

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Urban life 115

merchants’ booths and covered galleries (such as those documented at Geneva
or Chambéry), to purpose-built market halls the size of cathedrals (Florence),
the first bourses, or money markets (Bruges, Barcelona) or the monopolistic
arsenals of Venice and Barcelona. Even in a country ravaged by war, the pres-
ence of a royal or princely court stimulated a revival. The arrival of John, duke
of Berry, at Poitiers at the end of the century brought relief to a settlement
laid waste by constant warfare, as well as the deliberate fire of 1346. It provided
the stimulus for a fresh division of the land into individual plots, construction
of a great clock tower (the Gros FHorloge), restoration of the comital palace,
cathedral and town walls. Despite the disruption of the events of 1346—6o,
Paris and the Ile-de-France experienced renewed urban growth in the reigns of
Charles V and Chatles VI, with the extension of the Louvre and new town
houses for the higher nobility (which stimulated complex land and property
transactions); college buildings for students also transformed entire
neighbourhoods, such as the university quarter in Paris. There were similar
revivals at Mantes, Meaux and Tours, as well as at Rouen, with building works
for both the cathedral and the chutrch of St Ouen.

For ecclesiastical building continued in the fourteenth century — witness, for
instance, the cathedrals at Florence (‘the most noble chutrch in Tuscany’),
Orvieto and Siena.!” English builders produced masterpieces of the
Decorated and Perpendicular architectural styles, such as the choir and clois-
ter at Gloucester (after 1340), Exeter Cathedral and the naves of Cantetbury
and Winchester. This period also saw the construction of the unique church
of St Mary-of-the-sea at Barcelona and the cathedrals of Malines and Huy.

Pressure on existing urban layouts is reflected in the further subdivision
of plots (along the Strand in London, for example), alterations in the plan of
existing neighbourhoods (as in the Rive quarter at Geneva) and the building
of more new suburbs. (According to J. Heers, seventy examples of settlements
outside town walls are documented for the period 1320—48."") The fourteenth
century saw the development of a concept of urban political theory, backed
by coercive legislation. From 1309 the city councillors (aediles) of Siena required
formal permission for building beside a road; elsewhere municipal authorities
forbade extensions, projecting towers, galleries or balconies which broke the
unity of the existing street fagade, as well as impeding the circulation of traffic
and cutting off the light. There was also demonstrable progress in sanitary
arrangements: at Pavia and Vannes, for example, drains were laid to complete
the Roman system that was still in use; elsewhere, priority was given to paving
the more important streets; the distribution of drinking water was improved
by the construction of wells, aqueducts, underground conduits and fountains.

10 Bargellini (1977), pp. 60—1. 1 Heers (1961).
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Even underground drains, however, could not hide the shortcomings of the
system, or the appalling pollution in areas inhabited by butchers, dyers and
tanners.

It is difficult to say whether these public works played any part in increasing
the responsibility of the individual citizen at a local level, for such municipal
progress was by no means universal. A town might lose its right to self-gov-
ernment if it had no charter, or simply in the natural course of political evolu-
tion. Even so, it is important to realise that, in the so-called emancipated towns,
the common people did not always want to preserve the existing communal or
consular privileges which had brought them nothing, preferring to replace
corrupt oligarchical government by a royal officer, who could offer them
effective protection. The issue was expressed in these terms at Sens,
Compiégne and Senlis at the beginning of the fourteenth century. Tournai, vir-
tually on the border with the county of Flanders, had a highly advantageous
communal charter that gave it a substantial degree of autonomy; these liber-
ties were suspended by Charles V in the fourteenth century, and a royal bailli
appointed. Saint-Quentin was similarly unfortunate: the charter was
suspended in 1311, for an attempt to ‘deceive’ the king about the nature of its
privileges! There were heavy penalties for the crime of /se-maesté. The king’s
fury (ira regis) struck Meaux, accused of collusion with the supporters of
Etienne Marcel and the Jacques; there were executions, followed by the aboli-
tion of municipal privileges; henceforth the town was governed by the prévir
of Paris. Rebellions incited by extreme poverty and excessive taxation met
equally harsh punishments in Rouen and Paris in 1382—3.

Towns that had not yet received the right to self-government remained
subject to seigneutial authority (in Brittany). Others (above all in Lombardy)
that were embroiled in endless conflicts chose to renounce their unequal and
sclerotic pseudo-democracies and put themselves under the tutelage of a
signore — a tyrant kept in power by the proletariat and mercenaries, who estab-
lished a dynasty through the transfer of his dictatorial powers to his children.
Matteo Visconti (who died in 1322), captain of the people for life, imposed his
law and descendants upon Milan, capital of a principality that was elevated to
the status of dukedom in 1395. The Visconti were emulated at Ferrara by the
marquises of Este, at Genoa by Simone Boccanegra (lord and doge for life’),
as well as at Bologna and Verona. Venice believed this fate had been averted by
the execution on 15 April 1355 of the ambitious doge, Marino Falier, a product
of the new men ot homines novi, but the city fell instead into the vice-like grip
of the aristocratic ruling Council of Ten.

Setting aside these reservations, it is undoubtedly true that isolation in times
of war, the difficulties experienced by governments attempting to control any
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crisis, the politics of ‘continual haggling’ between the ruling power and the
various collective interests generally favoured the urban privileges enjoyed by
the bonnes villes."* This expression was increasingly used to denote supposedly
rich and prosperous urban settlements, enclosed with town walls (thirteen in
Forez, twelve in the Lyonnais, eleven in the Bourbonnais), endowed with a
minimum of institutions, but enjoying special relations with the king and his
court. These took the form of letters exchanged with ‘cunning cordiality’
(Tours), despatch of delegations to the royal court and to representative
assemblies of the nation and displays of loyalty each time the king made a
formal entry into the town. Improved relations with the French crown were
most evident in the least-developed areas. Chronicle evidence indicates that
citizens were most frequently called upon to negotiate directly with princes and
their captains, and with the leaders of armies, to discuss matters and to give
‘fealty and homage’.

Generally, the apprenticeship of municipal government began with the
collection of local taxes (deniers commmuns). This had previously been the duty of
the princely and seigneurial authorities, but they accepted a transfer of
responsibility and authorised the citizens to levy the taxes necessary for public
works themselves. Rebuilding the town walls, putchase of new arms, payment
of the garrison and militia, the costs of representation and general improve-
ments all justified the establishment of a budget. Thus we can estimate that
about 80,000 /vres (in money of account) would be required to build an average
town wall, two kilometres long, or to construct four gates and some thirty
towers. Rebuilding the walls at Cahors required 67,000 /Jvres in 1342, repairs at
Reims came to nearly 150,000 /pres, i.e. the cost of 2,000 houses. In the late
Middle Ages many towns spent most of their resources — as much as 70 or 80
per cent in some cases — on their ramparts! Financial problems soon loomed
large. The usual sources of income of small places — city tolls, rents from
fisheries in the town moat and from meadows, income from the operation of
quarries or of tile works (Annecy), the sale of salvage, judicial fines — could be
no more than a stopgap. It was not long before urban taxation, both direct and
indirect, became standard throughout Europe. Municipal administrations
everywhere —under the periodically renewed authority of their sovereign —had
recourse to exceptional levies. Their level was calculated in relation either to
the sum required (Périgueux, Saint-Flour), or (in Italy) on the basis of the
allibramentum, which was assessed on the estimo, or inventory of goods.
Elsewhere these taxes might take the form of mote-or-less enforced loans
(Dijon in 1358—69, Siena, Pisa), subsidies from kings, bishops or popes
(Périgueux, Rouen, Avignon). Taxes appeared everywhere on finished and

12 Chevalier (1982).
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marketed goods, as well as on foodstuffs. The only differences were the names
by which they were called: lydes ot lenda, barrages ot cloisons. Taxes on the sale of
drinks, especially wine, guaranteed the best level of return: they were called
sougnet in Aquitaine, courte pinte in Burgundy, billot or apétissement in Brittany.
Since the town walls protected the entire community — including the peasants
in the surrounding countryside — the taxation that paid for them was theoret-
ically levied on the entire community, but in reality a whole range of exemp-
tions operated for the benefit of clergy, nobles and officials.

The administration of taxation and expenditure meant that registers or rolls
of accounts became commonplace from the second half of the fourteenth
century. The existence of series of accounts —in some instances complete over
long periods (Chambéry, Saint-Flour), in others only fragmentary (Dijon,
Poitiers) — make it possible to follow the development of the towns’ annual
revenues, in money payments or kind, and to determine the principal heads of
expenditure: public works, the upkeep of the town walls (’hobra dels murs, as it
was called at Rodez), payments for expropriations, weapons, official functions
and embassies, salaries of town employees, lawsuits and the repayment of
loans. Keeping these accounts, recording minutes, drawing up regulations and
estimates — all these functions presupposed a qualified personnel of sctibes
and notaries (town clerks in England), subject to rigorous control and some-
times including officers of the king of France, the bai/li of Rouen and members
of the chambre des comptes (French royal accounting office) elsewhere.

In this way town administrations gradually took shape. The spectacular — but
episodic — general assemblies of citizens to discuss ‘the common good’, the
arengo of the Italian communes, were soon replaced by oligarchic councils of
élus ot prud’hommes, and by their officials, whose role was temporary at first, but
then became permanent. Procurators representing each community appeared,
together with variously named communal representatives — syndics, consuls
and éehevins. The practice also spread of appointing accounting officers and
other officials responsible for public works, artillery, fountains and bridges
(Avignon, Dijon).

The difficulties of the century accentuated the differences between rich and
poor, between an affluent towndwelling minority, influential business associ-
ates ot rivals, and a world of toil where there was a great gulf between master
and wotrkers and — at the very bottom of the social scale — the underwozld of
those who had no place at all, a strange mixture of rejects from a society that
they themselves had scarcely glimpsed.

Our sources indicate that the range of eminent citizens, those referred to in
documentary soutces as riches hommes, béritables ot héréditaires (in Flanders and
Germany), viri de plate or placiers (Narbonne) expanded. They came to include
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representatives of the ordinary people (the popolo grasso) in addition to the
traditional members — merchants of historic towns, often hit by crisis; their
equivalents on the new trade routes to the north and east between Europe and
the Atlantic, epitomised by the German Hanseatic League; the heads of the
great Italian banking companies, still family based. There were also more
lawyers, notaties, proctors and advocates, all university educated or trained in
the writing-offices of their future colleagues (Lyon); there are records of
increasing numbers of high-ranking magistrates, state officials, members of
representative assemblies, exchequer or accounting departments, followed by
fitters-out of ships, galleys and smaller vessels, then tax farmers, courtiers and
(in Florence) masters of the major guilds. It is particularly difficult to under-
stand — let alone classify — this motley world of wages and salaries, commis-
sions and honoraria, pensions or even ‘pots of wine’. Some accounts, wills and,
above all, tax registers (estimes, vaillants and compoix) provide the basis for a quan-
titative assessment of their wealth and social position. Each town had the elite
it deserved, and there is no comparison between small shopkeepers in the
Forez (such as the Lardier of Montbrison, who could scarcely raise the pitiful
figure of 200 to 300 /fivres tequired to diversify their investments) and the Le
Visite, a family of rich lawyers at Lyon; the Rouen merchant family of Le Lieur,
or the London wine and wool merchants who enjoyed such influence in the
reign of Edward III; let alone the Venetian shipowners along the Grand Canal
and the Rialto, or the Bardi of Florence who possessed the huge capital sum
of 2 million florins at the zenith of their success.

Nevertheless, these very different individuals have points in common which
had a profound effect on urban life and on society as a whole. Their success
was often remarkably transitory. Who in Florence in 1300 could possibly have
foretold the crash, forty years later, of those same Bardi, who (with the
Perruzzi and the Acciaiuoli) became embroiled in risky banking operations,
with royal creditors failing to make repayments; nor could anyone have fore-
seen their replacement by a second generation of financiers — the families of
Alberti, Ricci, Strozzi and Medici. Aware of the danger and prompted by their
instinct for self-preservation, the rich tended to diversify their activities and
seek out fall-back positions which would offer them relative security. Whatever
the level or age of their wealth, all these parvenus displayed the same concern
with property investment; they also exploited the outward signs of honour and
the opening of the ranks of the nobility. No one could become a member of
the Council of One Hundred at La Rochelle unless he lived and owned prop-
erty within the town walls. As the writer Nicholas de Villers of Verdun said,
‘[Rich] men acquire houses, vineyards, meadows and fields.® The formula

13 Schneider (1956), p. 526.
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undetrlined the minority capacity for acquiring land, property, rights and
rents. The family house was the investment par excellence, renovated and
extended by successive acquisitions, variously called the osze/, hostel (Arles),
tenement (Rouen), manoir, torre (Italy) and ideally located in the main street
(grande rue, magna carriera), near the cathedral or market halls and the hub of
the enclosed city. Nevertheless, we should not ignore the citizens’ interest in
letting property, their speculative activity in the poorest quarters, garrets let
out to students, inns (Toulouse), gardens and other areas where building was
not permitted (non aedi candi) (Geneva, Ghent). Very few of the substantial
town houses whose lights in the fourteenth century dazzled the town at night
with their magnificence have survived the passage of centuries. The Italian
merchant cities of Florence, Venice and Siena were most splendid in this
respect. In the absence of surviving examples, there is evidence from
classifications according to price of houses valued at 1,000 and 2,000 Zvres
and over (Reims, Saint-Flour), references to building materials, to stone
‘shining like Parian marble’ at Caen, evidence of sculpted panels, wall-paint-
ings and metalwork, in short all the outward signs of wealth: vaulted cellars
(Ghent, Geneva), loggias and galleries, monumental staircases, wells, lavato-
ries, fine furniture, windows, works of art. The purchase of plots of land in
the suburbs and elsewhere, of farms and smallholdings with sharecropping
agreements — more rarely a lordship — constituted another step towards the
ultimate and crowning success, the grant of nobility which signified a total
change of status. Texts and miniatures also reveal that well-to-do citizens
were interested in their wardrobe, as well as in jewels and precious objects,
valuable plate, the pleasures of the table and in games of chance to such an
extent that sumptuary laws and moralists at times exhorted them to greater
moderation, urging them to cutb the desires of both themselves and their
wives! Their interest in manuscripts is an indication that eminent citizens
were far from uneducated at this period. Townspeople played an important
role in the development of secular culture, both through the spread of ‘com-
munal’ schools which are to be found even in the smallest towns of Savoy,
Poland and the Armorican peninsula, and by sending their own children to
university. The citizen’s pride, his concern with being seen to do well and a
highly developed fear of an after-life, rather than profound personal devo-
tion, inspired him to sacrifices that no doubt came hard to members of a
class that was not by nature generous, and who wete criticised for their greed.
In fact, their patronage was translated into a sprinkling of gifts to churches,
convents and hospitals, by payments to colleges of students, religious guilds,
chambers of rhetoric (the pays of Flanders, also to be found at Rouen), the
commissioning of works of art and, finally, the chapels which would contain
their tombs.
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Facing this elite was the working world of yards and workshops, which
made its mark on the fourteenth century with its numbers and presence, as
well as by its demands. In large towns, masters of corporate associations vari-
ously termed ‘guilds’, ‘trades’ and ‘arts’ (comfréries, miétiers, arti), with
responsibility for their members and apprentices, artisans and labour, were a
social force to be reckoned with. Parisian tax registers list at least 5,000 arti-
sans in about 1300. Thete were thousands of female spinners, weavers,
carders, finishers of cloth, fullers and dyers at Bruges, Ghent, Florence,
Reims, Rouen and Toulouse and so on, at the mercy of their employers, the
merchant-drapers who distributed raw materials and exported the finished
goods. Guild members and their servants had miserable wages and deplor-
able working conditions; in Flanders they had to face the threat of unemploy-
ment, as a result of Edward III’s embargo on exports of English wool at the
beginning of the Hundred Years War; and they had to face the scorn of the
more afluent members of society, who called them names such as ‘blue nails’
(ongles blens) at Ghent, Ciompi at Florence, or even simply ‘scum’ (werdaille).
Wages fluctuated for part of the century, increasing after epidemics until they
were frozen by ordinances of Kings Edward III and John II (1349, 13571,
1354). They just covered food and the rent of a garret — a room of twenty
square metres in the university quarter at Paris, for instance. There was never
sufficient to cover price increases or pay off debts. The 15 deniers daily wage
of a Poitevin worker, for example, bought 3 kg 200 of bread in 1362, but only
1 kg 6oo in 1372, when there was a famine! Contracted markets, a reduction
in the number of customers as a result of successive epidemics, increased
competition from rural industries producing goods at a lower price, or simply
a change of fashion — any of these factors could prove disastrous for tradi-
tional industries. Leather workers were among the first to suffer (Pisa);
because of their dependence upon urban prosperity, drapers and weavers
were similarly affected. The effects of economic stagnation soon made them-
selves felt in the old textile centres of northern Europe, at Arras, Douai,
Saint-Omer, Ypres and Ghent. These difficulties explain protectionist mea-
sures, both internal and external: strangers were forbidden to sell finished
goods in local markets; there was a ban on peasant weaving within a certain
radius of the town (five kilometres at Ghent in 1314). Access to the higher
echelons of the trade became virtually restricted to the wealthy and privi-
leged sons of existing masters. In the course of the fourteenth century cot-
porate statues, known in France as /a chose du roi, became standard, as did
practices such as the long and costly preparation of a ‘masterpiece’, the dis-
tribution of gifts and banquets for future guild members. This conservatism
effectively blocked the social advancement of anyone from the lower classes,
aggravating existing inequalities. Together with the pressure of taxes and

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



122 JEAN-PIERRE LEGUAY

price increases, they contributed to a state of discontent, which proved a
favourable breeding ground for illicit ‘alliances’ and the earliest social move-
ments, such as the Flemish zakeban or the Italian ristopio, as well as the out-
breaks of urban violence already mentioned. Many towns were also the scene
of conflict between ‘patricians’ and guild masters for control of the magis-
trature. A town like Augsburg (which solved its problems with a division of
power and the establishment of a two-chamber system in 1368) was fortu-
nate. Force won the day in most instances (Nuremberg in 1348, Cologne in
1396) and eventually authoritarian regimes were established. Italian despots
were quick to exploit situations of this kind.

Nevertheless, a pessimistic view of economic and social conditions in
the towns at the end of the fourteenth century runs the risk of obscuring
other developments that were taking place. Imperceptibly, work in the
towns underwent a gradual metamorphosis; techniques improved with the
more widespread use of the wheel, more efficient looms and industrial
mills, which sometimes clustered on river banks in such numbers that they
endangered traffic on the water (Annecy). There was a higher level of pro-
fessional expertise, and occupations became more specialised; new
branches of existing trades were developed in response to both the
demands of less easily satisfied clients and to the increasing complexity of
the job in hand. Cannoneers, who had been no more than blacksmiths in a
different area of work, became entirely distinct specialist craftsmen.
Although crisis in the textile industry had an adverse effect in many cities,
high quality production continued, with an unabated demand for
Florentine brocade and silk from Lucca. This was also a period in which
new centres developed in small towns that were able to adapt to the
demands of a popular clientele, producing lightweight materials that were
competitively priced. This was the case in Malines, Hondschoote,
Herenthals in Brabant, Bergen-op-Zoom and many small cloth towns in
England and Brittany. There was progtess in other artisan activities, such as
armoury, the manufacture of paper and parchment, shipbuilding (the naval
dockyard of the French kings at Rouen).

Although the vitality of a city finds expression in its work, it is also
reflected in its entertainments. There are better records from the four-
teenth century than from previous periods of the secular festivities which
enabled the townsfolk to forget their daily cares and cast off habitual con-
straints, as well as of the numerous religious festivals, coronation and
Corpus Christi processions (the latter became common from the
pontificate of Clement V, venerating the real presence of Christ in the
Eucharist), receptions of princes and embassies and the joyful entries of
the king” ( joyeuses entrées du roz) in France, soon imitated by other princes,
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when the town received its ruler with a sequence of scenes following a care-
fully determined route.

The contradictions of urban history at this period make it difficult to draw any
general conclusions. I shall end with a quotation from a recent work by R.
Fossier: ‘difficulties and progress wete so finely balanced that contemporaries
were uncertain of the direction History was taking’.!*

4 Fossier (1983), p. 95.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



CHAPTER 7

PLAGUE AND FAMILY LIFE

Christiane Klapisch-Zuber

AROUND 1300, it seemed that the population, to some degree everywhere in
Europe, had attained its maximum and reached a ceiling. There were still few
signs allowing one to foretell the slowing-down of the expansion begun almost
three centuries before; these signs were to multiply in the first half of the four-
teenth century. It was then, in the very middle of the century, that the terrible
knell of the Black Death sounded. Thus a period opened characterised by the
deadly and repeated attacks of what contemporaries interpreted as a sign of
divine anger provoked by human depravity. The century closed, in fact, with
another major epidemic of the terrible illness and the fifteenth, begun in an
atmosphere of mourning, was to bear its ineradicable stigmata. The plague
henceforth accompanied medieval man as ineluctably as, to use the words of
Alain Chartier, ‘the abominable sum of infinitely wicked evils’ hunger, war,
death.

No historian doubts that the brutal irruption of a scourge which was to
become a pandemic and affect the European population for centuries stimu-
lated profound upheavals in modes of production, living and feeling. An
evaluation of the precise effects of the epidemic, of its place in the period’s
procession of evils, is more difficult. Did the plague, falling upon Europe,
operate autonomously to subvert or renew the structures of feudal society?
Wias the terrifying skeleton which led an entire society in the Dance of Death
the model on which historians should base their analyses? Did an increased
death rate play a providential and decisive role in the human disturbances?

Research undertaken before 1965 attempted to evaluate the blows delivered
by the plague; economic historians plotted the graph — or, rather, the graphs,
as numerous and diverse as the towns or country villages studied — of the
movement of the population at the end of the Middle Ages. For a whole
generation who rubbed shoulders with Marxism to a greater or lesser extent,
compatrison of population graphs with those of prices and wages constituted
a promising horizon. Establishing knowledge of the medieval period on solid,
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quantified foundations, by annexing the methods of ‘serial history’ which had
renewed understanding of the modern period, constituted the most noble of
objectives, despite the difficulties scattered in the medievalist’s path.

Did historians question more recently the whole numerical range of disasters
and modes of evaluation? We should rather speak of a shift of emphasis in
research rather than the abandoning of approaches previously followed. One of
the most fruitful ways in which the historical writing of recent decades has
tackled these questions has been to examine the overall demographic reactions
and the behaviour of individuals at the point where they meet — the family.
Research undertaken after 1970 has been inspired by the success of works of
historical demography on the modern period and reflects the concern to
characterise the demographic patterns of the Middle Ages. The study of the life-
cycle of the individual and of the evolution of the demographic variables in a
population has taken priority over population estimates of a particular town or
region. For their part, the sociology and the anthropology of the family have
given rise to a shift in interest. Their critical contribution has made clearer to his-
torians the reasons for their dissatisfaction with their own tools: for example,
average family size or the estimated number of individuals in a household
(‘hearth’), which was the eternal stumbling-block of so many medieval estimates,
recovered its meaning if it was now considered as the product of complex rela-
tionships, a sort of crossroads of demographic and economic constraints, jurid-
ical norms and family strategies. Not only the composition of the ‘household’
and the roles attributed to each of its members, but the articulation with the
wider world of kinship, neighbourhood and the community could become
central objects of historical analysis. Family structures, relations between
spouses, relatives and generations, the functioning of the domestic cell as a unit
of production and reproduction thus became a primaty preoccupation.

In this historiographical context, the problem of changes possibly
prompted by the outbreak of the plague and rise in the death rate required a
new approach. It was henceforth a question of reflecting less on an environ-
ment and more on the mechanisms and the individual or collective reactions
to the challenges of illness, death, numerical reduction, economic annihilation
ot social decline. It was, moreover, a question of defining the medieval demo-
graphic system. Was it possible to talk of continuity between the European
demographic system of the Middle Ages and that of the modern periods?
Between the high and the late Middle Ages? Did a complete rupture affect the
variables of the demographic system and of family organisation sufficiently
deeply for one to talk of different systems? If there was a break, what role did
the outbreaks of plague play? Medievalists have thus been called upon to assess
the place of the death rate and evaluate the other demographic statistics to
compare them with those of the modern period.
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Alas, their sources did not have the unity, coherence and continuity of the
parish registers and fiscal or religious censuses of the ancien régime. How, then,
were the methods of analysis devised in the use of early modern registers of
births and deaths to be applied, when the medieval evidence which could be
used remained desperately fragmentary and incoherent, almost always con-
cerned a social elite and was therefore little representative of the population as
a whole? The problem of sources was all the more acute as the historian’s
appetite grew.

Historians of the Middle Ages are used to turning everything to good
account; but, in order to make their data reveal something about the death rate,
the marriage rate and fertility of these periods, they undertake high-risk opera-
tions. Criticisms of such efforts are easily made and often justified. Wills, it is
said, can at most be used to calculate a replacement rate, not a death rate, still
less to determine fertility. Even censuses, for a long while the only resource of
medieval historical demography, are rarely exhaustive and for the most part
covered a limited population in such an incomplete way that all generalisation
is questionable. Moreover, only exceptionally do we have data at this period
about the local population in aggregate and about demographic variables — the
number of deaths, for example, over a given petiod and in a place whose
population at the same date is known. Finally, what about seigneurial taxes on
marriage, llegitimate children, deaths and succession, which must take account
of a degree of evasion which is difficult to assess? Will they ever present any-
thing other than questionable values, obtained at the price of repeated
manipulation of evidence?'

Does this mean we should stop trying to give the epidemics of times past
their rightful place and penetrate the secrets of the medieval demographic
system? Certainly not. The work of the last two or three decades has at least
enabled us to adjust the working hypotheses. It is this above all which this
chapter will attempt to take into account: lines of enquiry much more than
the mass of multiple, partial and undoubtedly provisional results which
research on population and the family has multiplied in the last twenty ot
thirty years.

POPULATION DECLINE

A prime necessity retains its urgency; as I have said, to meet this comes down
to establishing oneself within an old and fertile historiographical tradition. The

! For criticisms of the use made of data drawn from English manorial court rolls, see Hatcher (1986),
esp. pp. 20—2. For hearth registers and books of land taxes enabling the calculation of the number
of houses and the density of the urban population, see Heers (1968). For surveys of hearths in
Burgundy, see Leguai and Dubois in La démographie médiévale (1972); Carpentier and Glénisson (1962).
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description of the evolution of the population development and its stages, in
the various countries of Europe, and the assessment of the extent of its
decline, from before the Black Death then in relation to the recurrent out-
breaks of the epidemic, has continued to sustain the interest of recent works.>
Traditionally, the picture which resulted from this was broadly based on nat-
rative sources. These soutces were often deceptive and sometimes actually mis-
leading:® thus, the silence of more than one contemporary chronicler in the
face of the Black Death of 1347—9 has been observed, as if terror and
stupefaction had stopped his speech.* Worse, when his successors took heart
and advanced figures for the losses caused by recurrent outbreaks of the
scoutge, it is generally impossible to credit them, other than as a gauge of their
fear. However, population counts — from cadastres and hearth counts, regis-
ters of hearth taxes and assessments of wealth, of salt consumption, of those
individuals liable to tax, books of citizenship and so on — have been exhumed
ot rediscovered, published or utilised in considerable numbers since 1960.°
While not yet as diverse and abundant as those of the following century, the
archives of administrations — royal, manorial or communal — became richer in
the fourteenth century. Drawn up for various purposes, all these sources can
reveal specific correspondences in the movement of the population and
permit calculation of common reasons for it. They shed light not only on the
propetly numerical effects of the epidemics but also on the vigour of the
authorities’ reactions and the forms they took.

Deceleration of demographic growth

This is documented throughout Europe, to some extent, in the first half of the
fourteenth century; likewise the stabilisation of the population at what was
admittedly still a very high level. Uniformity was undoubtedly not the rule; here
and there, areas or communities maintained their population level, when
others were already falling,

Thus, in the first half of the fourteenth century, contrasting situations seem
to have characterised England, whose total population, reaching between 4
million and 6 million (even 7 million) inhabitants after 1300, would have trebled
ot quadrupled in two-and-a-half centuries.® Difficult though an assessment of
the evolution of the population between 1300 and 1348 may appear, the stagna-
tion or demographic decline of villages and towns at the local level are scarcely
more accessible. Following close on the heels of the debate opened by the

2 The classic picture remains that of Mols (1954—6). > Bulst (1987).

* On this silence, see Dubois (1988a), esp. p. 318.

5

For a detailed list of those works which appeared before 1979, see Fossier (1979).

¢ Russell (1966); Postan (1972); and, for the higher figure, Hallam (1981); Titow (1961).
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Neo-Malthusian theses of M. Postan from the 1950s,” English and Canadian
historians have increased their research on demography and access to the land
and the means of production in medieval manors and villages. Without bring-
ing direct proof of continued rise or of an early decline, they have at least pro-
duced many examples of rural discrepancies.® On the manor of Halesowen in
Worcestershire, for example, the population seems to have declined by 15 per
cent in the famine years of 1316—17, while the population of that of Coltishall
in Notfolk — the country’s most densely populated region — seemed to have
held up until the Black Death.” According to its recent historian, Bury St
Edmunds, in western Suffolk, came blithely through the dark years of the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuties, although the town may have lost 40 per cent of
its population between 1347 and 1377;'° but Coventry, at the very heart of the
country, reached the sixteenth century in a state of total desolation.!!
Throughout northern Europe, recession often had a violent effect upon towns,
while mystetiously sparing some of them.!?

Discontinuity is no less striking between one region of France and another.
When the population was at its highest point — marked by the great hearth
census (grand état des feux) of 1328'3 ~the country could have reckoned with
some 15 million inhabitants within its borders at that period, but the move-
ment to found new towns (villenenves) and bastides had died out and a good
number of recent creations had already disappeared.'* Stagnation, and even
some decline, also charactetised the towns duting the second, and above all
after the third, decade of the fourteenth century, the numerical high point
occurring for most of them ¢. 1320—30." This can be observed in Normandy,
in Reims after 1320, at Périgueux after 1330, in upper Provence and at
Marseille.' But this trend was not uniform: the Biterrois, for example, which
was no great distance from Provence, and even lower Provence, show no signs
of a falling-off before the plague.!”

Finally, to take only the example of Italy from the Mediterranean countries,’
the population there seems to have reached its peak ¢ 1290, with pethaps 11
million inhabitants."” From Piedmont to the towns of Emilia and Romagna, to
Tuscany and even the southern regions and the islands of the Mediterranean,

8

4

Postan (1950a) and (1950b). 8 Ralftis (1957); DeWindt (1972); Britton (1977); Smith (1984).
Razi (1980); Campbell (1984). ' Gottfried (1982), esp. p. 52.

= e

Phythian-Adams (1978) and (1979); Dobson (1977).

)

For the Low Countries, see Prevenier (1983). For Germany, Dollinger (1972).
Published in Lot (1929). 14 Pesez and Le Roy Ladurie (1965); Higounet (1965).
Higounet-Nadal (1980), esp. pp. 194—6, and (1988), esp. p. 301; Dubois (1988a) and (1988b).

[T

Bois (1976); Higounet-Nadal (1978), ch. 2; Lorcin (1973); Baratier (1961), pp. 8o—1; Desportes
(1979). 7 Gramain (1972); Bourin-Detruau (1987).

8 Les Espagnes médiévales (1983); Berthe (1984); Guilleré (1984).

Beloch (1937-61); Bellettini (1974); Del Panta ez al. (1996).
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the drop in population did not wait for the Black Death.?” For Tuscany, the
studies of E. Fiumi and D. Herlihy in particular have demonstrated that, at the
end of a period of sustained growth, the population stabilised and remained at
a very high level between 1290 and 1320; but in the second quarter of the four-
teenth century, from before the Black Death, it declined very markedly.!

This fall in population did not occur in an orderly fashion by abandoning in
a calculated way lands that had been quickly colonised but had proved
unprofitable in the longer term, ot by leaving sites that were too exposed and
indefensible, and by transferring efforts to other more productive locations. It
was in the angry rumbling of people made furious by dearth and speculators
in foodstuffs, the desolation of devastating crises of mortality, that the great
retreat of the population started. Cruel famines ran through the first half of
the fourteenth century, sometimes followed by murderous epidemics, heralds
of the notorious Black Death. In Italy, shortages became frequent; that of
1328—9 hit much the greater part of the peninsula,”? and in 1339—40, then
1346—7, the whole of Italy expetienced the horrors of famine.** A terrible
famine, preceded by bad weather, ravaged northern Europe after 1315% —
Germany and the Low Countries, England and half of France;* in Essex three
of the rural communities studied by L. R. Poos lost as much as 15 per cent of
their population duting these gloomy, datk years, and at Bruges and Ypres
about 10 per cent of the population died of hunger in 1316.2” On the other
hand, this ‘great pestilence of famine and mortality’ — to use the words of
Giovanni Villani — affected Italy little, only lightly touching Tuscany.?®

The terms of the Florentine chronicler placed responsibility for ‘mortality’
from famine directly at the door of the ‘plague’. Well before 1347 the infernal
pair returned, obsessively, to the prose of annalists of the period, an association
more striking because we know with hindsight that a far more formidable
‘plague’ was to loom on the horizon of the mid-century. The two words then are
ambiguous: they associate death and disease without distinguishing the sub-
stance of either. Whatlink should be established between deaths and subsistence
crises? Did petiods of high prices and dearth bring epidemics in their wake, or
did the latter, disrupting economic life, prepare the way for the former??’ The

2 For an overall view, see Mazzi (1982). On particular regions: Comba (1977); Pini (1969) and (1976);

Herlihy (1973); Trasselli (1964); Day (1975).

2 Fiumi (1962); Herlihy (1967); Ginatempo and Sandri (1990). See for Tuscan details in Herlihy and

Klapisch-Zuber (1978), pp. 166—71, 177—9. The fall at San Gimignano was more perceptible in rural
regions than in the town.

Grundmann (1970). Tuscany suffered acute shortages in 1302—3, 1310-11 and 1322—3.
2

>

Cherubini (1970); Pinto (1972). 2 Mazzi (1982),p. 37.  * Lucas (1930) remains fundamental.

S

Kershaw (1973). 2" Poos (1991), p. 106, fig. 5.2a, p. 96; Van Wetveke (1959).
2

&

Nel detto anno mccexvi grande pestilenzia di fame e mortalita avenne nelle parti di Germania ...
Villani, Nuova Cronica, (1x. 80), ed. Porta (1990) (x. 80), 11, p. 285. ¥ Neveux (1968).
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first of these relationships is simpler to grasp, but it is not confirmed in all the
mortality ctises before 1348. Epidemics of all kinds, diseases resulting from
dearth and malnutrition surged in the wake of food shortages.* Typhus,
tuberculosis, malaria, smallpox, influenza and broncho-pulmonary complica-
tions all found easy prey in the poor of the towns, all crammed into unwhole-
some accommodation, and in the starving crowds driven away from the
countryside by war, poor harvests, insecurity and famine.>! Malnutrition, and the
physical weakening which resulted from it, opened the way to bacterial and viral
attacks, whatever agents they had; accelerated urbanisation, crowding into
insalubrious parts of the city, encouraged contagious disease. Poverty deptived
the poor, confronted with disease, of the responses available to the rich cut off
in their residences, or flecing to a locality spared by the plague, resorting to
doctors and surgeons, and adopting an adequate diet.

Although it is therefore difficult to identify each of the ‘plagues’ which dec-
imated some towns and regions of Europe before 1347, itis clear, in any case,
that the poor of the towns and country paid a particularly high price. The link
which contemporaries established almost automatically between the epidemic
and shortages bluntly poses the problem of the equilibrium between a popula-
tion greatly increased until the first decades of the fourteenth century and the
resources at its disposal. In the eyes of numerous historians, the superfluous
population of the eatly fourteenth century would have harboured the means
of destruction, famines and epidemics, necessaty to maintain its equilibrium
with limited resources. If there were ‘corrective reactions’, in the Malthusian
sense, they were, in this analytical framework, undoubtedly inadequate, since
in the autumn of 1347 the plague returned to the European scene.

The plagne

To evaluate the role and the adequacy of these supposed checks as having
contained the population rise before the outbreak of the plague is difficult
enough. Determining the place of this plague among the arsenal of Malthusian
reactions is still more debateable.

Morte than a century ago, Yersin recognised the agent responsible for the

30 Carpentier (1962b); McNeill (1976); Del Panta (1980). ' Mazzi (1978), pp. 44—65; Biraben (1988).

32 What, for example, was the nature of the two cruellest plagues (1340 and 1347), which in Tuscany
followed petiods of high prices and scarcity, and of which the second, as a prelude to the pandemic
of the following year, especially attacked women and children and the Florentine poor? Mazzi (1982),
p- 31; Villani, Nuova Cronica, ed. Porta, 111, pp. 2258, 483—6. On the characteristics not pertaining to
the plague of the Florentine epidemic of 1340, which according to Villani carried off 15,000 petsons,
and which can be measured by the register of deaths of S. Maria Novella, see Carmichael (1986), pp.
63—s5. On the epidemics preceding the Black Death in France, Higounet-Nadal (1980), pp. 196—7.
On the concept of pathocenosis, that is the interdependence of different illnesses, Bulst (1989).
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cataclysm in the bacillus Yersinia pestis. Four years later, in 1898, the carrier of
the bacillus, the flea Xengpsylla cheopis, taking refuge on man when it could not
find its preferred rat, was also identified in Bombay. The role of this flea,
infecting man and propagating the bubonic plague, was long the object of
debate, but today no longer needs to be demonstrated.?® Light has been pro-
gressively shed on the actual ecology of the plague, on the milieux and condi-
tions favourable to its preservation and propagation, as well as on the
variations in its symptomatology and the secondary character of pulmonaty
plague, contaminating directly — without the intermediate stage of a flea-bite
— an individual exposed to the spit of a sick person.

This is not the place to describe the course taken by this scourge across
Europe from the time when it hit Messina in September 1347: reference need
only be made to the great synthesis of J.-N. Biraben, based on the totality of
local researches and earlier scholarly works.** A rapid glance at the demo-
graphic effects of the great pandemic remains necessary, none the less. We
should observe, however, that historians are still unable to specify its exact
numerical impact everywhere in a satisfactory manner. Global estimates vary
between one fifth and one half of the European population. Measurements
remain uncertain, for it is rare to have available either detailed accounts of
deaths which occurred duting the actual period of the plague, or censuses
shortly before and after the epidemic. One is reduced to extrapolating from
very narrowly localised data, or calculating the size of the death rate by relying
on indirect figures.

A first observation is essential. The extent of the epidemic is documented
by the number of localities affected annually throughout Europe.”® Beyond
such statements, based above all on narrative sources and inevitably incom-
plete, it emerges from almost all the statistics from France based on the series
of local or regional burials that the Black Death, between the end of 1347 and
1350, O even 1351, stands out as the most murderous of the mortality crises
until then listed and quantifiable.® In England, work on manorial courts has

[}

Bulst (1985), esp. p. 253; Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 7-21. However, another flea, common to several
species of rats, transmitted the bacillus from one to the other, while a third (Pulex irritans), peculiar
to man, could very well have transmitted the plague: ibid., p. 13.

For a chronology of the Black Death, see Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 74-81. For England, Ziegler (1969),
pp. 120—201. For Scandinavia, see Benedictow (1992a) and (1992b).

5 Biraben (1975), 1, p. 124, graph 5.

See the curves of graph 3, based on the obituary list of the diocese of Sens, the deaths of the bishops
of France, wills of the Lyonnais and the register of burials at Givry in Burgundy (below, n. 79).
Biraben (1975), 1, p. 427, makes the graph of the landholders in the area around Lille an exception.
See also observations on the registering of burials at Givry in Burgundy, Saint-Nizier (a patish of
Lyon), the wills at Saint-Germain-I’Auxerrois in Paris, and on vacancies of benefices, summarised

ibid., 1, pp. 156—84.
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made it possible to increase estimates of its effects. The death rate among the
clergy, as on many manors, averaged around 45 per cent, with higher localised
points.”” Halesowen, for example, contradicts low estimates with a death rate
close to this level.*®

It was perhaps in Italy that the heavy losses in the heart of the urban and
rural populations are most dramatically attested. Bocaccio was largely respon-
sible for the fact that the Black Death was called ‘the plague of Florence’. It is
true that this town, affected from March 1348 until September, suffered very
severely from the attack: the epidemic succeeded in carrying away up to half
the population.”” From the islands and southern Italy, the great ports were
quickly attacked,” and the plague reached a large part of the interior while
spating some regions like the Milan area.*! The relatively minor impact of the
plague on some localities was to recur throughout Europe in the three years
that followed.

From 1349 onwards, while the plague reached Portugal from Spain, and fol-
lowed its course in northern and eastern France, the Rhineland, the southern
Low Countries,* Switzerland, Austria, Hungary, a large part of southern
England, then between 1350 and 1352, reached Poland, Russia, northern
Germany, the Baltic and Scandinavia, the authorities of regions already dev-
astated assessed the damage and adjusted their administrative routine to the
new situation created by the disaster. This was not actually because they
sought to know the exact number of total losses, either because many people
had not yet returned or because, on the other hand, the influx of new immi-
grants in localities denuded of theitr population was already apparent, but
because they had to record the taxpayers or tenants who had disappeared. To
take the example of Halesowen, the court of the English manor was still
enquiring into deaths and registering resumptions of holdings in the six
months following the end of the epidemic.* Florence soon decided to bring

37 Based on inguisitiones post mortem of the propertied classes, Russell (1948), pp. 214-17, placed the

average around 25 per cent, while admitting a higher death rate among monastic communities. Still
lower, Shrewsbury (1970), pp. 122—4, proposed an estimated population loss of 5 per cent, seeing
the Black Death as a mixture of typhus and bubonic plague, an estimate and opinion which have
been robustly disputed. ~ ** Razi (1980), pp. 99—107.

Matteo Villani speaks of three deaths in five among the inhabitants: Villani, Cronica (1. 2), 9. The
losses wete possibly not always as heavy as the chroniclers maintained; for Bologna, where the

w
&

number of men who could bear arms was reduced by 35 per cent between 1348 and 1349: Pini and

Greci (1976), table X, p. 417.
P

Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 73—82; Del Panta (1980). For Venice, see Mueller (1979), esp. pp. 71-6.
Carpentier (1962a) remains the fullest account of the invasion of the Black Death.
Albini (1982), pp. 14-16.

See Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 72—111, on the spread of the pandemic. Corrections have been made to

4
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the theory (summatised in Biraben (1975) and McNeill (1976)) according to which the Low
Countries were spared by the Black Death of 1348: Blockmans (1980). 4 Razi (1980), pp. 101-3.
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up to date the list of its taxpayers and undertook a new hearth register.**
Everywhere, people tried to make good the lack of manpower and the
depopulation of parishes by calling on immigration from outside: they
attempted to halt runaway prices and wages, to reopen the channels of trade,
to fill in the gaps in administrative, notarial and medical personnel. At Orvieto,
where the archives examined in depth by E. Carpentier unfortunately do not
give exact information about the purely demographic impact of the plague,
the authorities increased measures in all these areas after 1348: they decided,
among other things, to revise the L7z of the countryside, to establish a hearth
tax — making a case for those headed by a widow or orphans — to strengthen
family councils to protect very young and naive heirs better from swindlers of
all kinds.*

The epidemic lurked underground in the 1350s, reappearing suddenly here
and there.*® After 1357, from Germany, where its revisitations were many, it
spread to the west and the south. Between 1361 and 1363, and perhaps also
from another Venetian starting-point, a large part of the west and the
Mediterranean regions wetre once more its prey, and this time communities
which had escaped the first wave of the plague were to lose up to one third of
their inhabitants.*’ This ‘second plague’ was to be followed by other outbreaks,
separated by an average interval of eleven or twelve years,*® until there was a
new great plague, at the turn of the century, which, between 1399 and 1401,
affected above all Italy, France and the Low Countries. In Tuscany, where reg-
isters of death or burial are sometimes preserved from this period onwards,
the annual death rate soared, increasing sevenfold at Arezzo, seventeenfold at
Flotrence: here the burials of more than 11,000 individuals were recorded, but
contemporaries spoke of 20,000 deaths, and the town would thus have lost, at
the lowest estimate, one fifth of its population, and more probably one third.
At the height of the epidemic, in July 1400, the daily number of deaths in ordi-
nary years was multiplied by forty or fifty.*’

The first half of the fifteenth century was characterised by the staggering
of epidemics and their frequent recurrence, as well as by the confusion with
other forms of morbidity which makes the identification of outbreaks of
plague more difficult than in the fourteenth century. After 1450, at least where
registers of deaths, as at Florence or in some religious communities, make it

# Barbadoro (1933).  * Carpentier (1962a), pp. 178, 181, 191. See also Bowsky (1964).

Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 103—5. 47 Thus Milan: Albini (1982), p. 18.

46
* Biraben (1975), L, p. 133, refutes the theory that the incursions of the plague can be related to the
cycle of sun-spots but does not (p. 154) exclude an indirect influence as a result of the influence of
sun-spots on the proliferation of rodents.

On Florence and the /ibri dei morti: Mazzi (1984); Carmichael (1986), pp. 63—6. On Arezzo: Del Panta

(1977), €sp. p. 304.
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possible to calculate death rates, these often once again reach high levels, with
some acute periods of crisis occasionally evident from tables of annual
numbers of deaths.” The association of the plague with shortages seems
stronger and more frequent in the fifteenth century, but it is difficult to qualify
the direction of this relationship.”!

The diseases attributed to Yersinia pestis or infections giving rise to closely
allied symptoms make contemporary diagnoses confused and questionable. It
is hardly to be doubted, for example, that a smallpox epidemic had a very
considerable impact on the child population from Germany to England, and
from France to Italy, between 1359 and 1364 when the second, unquestionably
bubonic, plague was developing, perhaps rightly called ‘the children’s plague’
because it was difficult to distinguish deaths resulting from smallpox from
those for which the plague was responsible. Moreover, recurrences of the
plague in the years 1385—93 were combined with various epidemics; and thus,
in 1387, the effects of influenza were mixed with those of the plague in
Tuscany and Germany. In the course of the fifteenth century, supposed ‘“signs’
of the plague on the bodies of victims probably stemmed from mistakes and
uncertainties in diagnosis; today they are readily viewed as symptoms of exan-
thematous typhus.*?

Contemporaries accepted the appearance of axillary or inguinal buboes as
an irrefutable indication of plague. When they report them, we can trust their
diagnosis and consider the presence of plague as certain (which does not
exclude the possibility that it hid other, related epidemics). Another indication
put contemporary observers on the alert. The alarm was sounded among those
responsible for health and the authorities when they noted that deaths were
increasing in a street or a house.™ In fact, it was perhaps the lightning spread
of the plague in the narrow circle of a family, decimated or wiped out in a few
days, which struck contemporaries most tragically after 1348. To annihilate
even the innocents for the sins of the parents was surely the sign of divine
wrath. This second indication was not without importance for the perspective
which will soon concern us, the family. It was because it threw into confusion
inheritances and the traditional distribution of social roles that the plague most
threatened the legitimate order, old solidarities and the family ties which
expressed them.

% See e.g. Hatcher (1986), p. 26, fig 1.

> Dubois (19882), pp. 327-8; for an opposing view: Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 147—54, suggests that, since
the epidemic might — or might not — equally precede, follow or accompany famine, it is impossible
to draw a conclusion.

%2 An illness caused by a rickettsia and transmitted by lice, it induced internal haemotrhages and
covered the body of its victims with dark or blackish-blue marks like the so-called ‘Black Death’.
Carmichael (1986), pp. 10-26.  » Ibid., pp. 21, 24-5.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Plague and family life 135

THE LIFE-CYCLE

The recording of specific signs by which the imminence or presence of the
sickness was recognised is a good way of grasping political reactions to the cat-
aclysm of 1348 and its later recurrences and the changes which affected
mentalities. It teaches us little, however, about profound demographic trends
which challenged the rhythms of life and death and bring us back to individ-
ual conduct.

The second half of the fourteenth century opened on a universal cataclysm
and, in the course of further outbreaks of the plague, saw its hopes of demo-
graphic recovery crumble away. Where the figures are sufficiently exact for the
reactions of the population in the post-epidemic period to be analysed, one
notes initially the premises of a prompt recovery. Let us take the hearths
(households) of one district of the Florentine contado, the piviere of
Sant’Appiano. Using an index of 100 in 1350, in the immediate aftermath of
the plague, they recovered in a modest but significant fashion to 107 in 1357,
but an inexorable decline and the plague of 1400 made them fall back to 78; in
1427 the lowest point was reached, at index 62.>* A second case demonstrates
the place of the wholesale slaughter of 1348 in the string of different epidem-
ics of the second half of the century and the possibilities for recovery which
appeared over a long period. In the Caux region in Normandy, if the index 100
is given to the number of hearths of 1314, then this index was reduced to 97
in 1347, then fell to around 45 in about 1374—80 (of this nearly 5o per cent
shrinkage in the population, 30 per cent is attributable to the Black Death, and
20 per cent to the period 1357—74). The following decades saw a very clear
demographic recovery: the index had climbed back to 65 in ¢ 1410.%°

These examples of renewed growth, very quickly reversed by returns of the
plague, could be multiplied at local level. The patterns of decline and recovery
are different, and the variety of reactions is evidence that the violence of the
plague, in 1348, was not an irremediable event, providentially offering histori-
ans the sole explanation for the crises of the later medieval period.

In fact, if one were to end the fourteenth century at ¢. 1385, it would be the
dynamism of the recovery which would be most striking; the Black Death, thus
dismissed from its exceptional position, would not be sufficient to give this
truncated fourteenth century its sombre tonality. But if we envisage an
extended fourteenth century, lengthened to ¢. 1420, the population, eroded by
the demographic fall, would have to acknowledge its defeat. The continued
decline from the 1330s would then appear in all its fullness and the dramatic
fall in population brought about by the Black Death would be found to be only

5 Muzzi (1984), esp. p. 137. > Bois (1976), pp. 51-7, 249, 277.
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partially compensated for by the recoveries of the two following decades, the
decline in population appearing finally confirmed by the great attack at the very
end of the century and still continuing, at a slower pace, until ¢. 1420—30.

In sum, the extremely low level reached in the first decades of the fifteenth
century — a level at which the population was to remain for a long while — put
a stop to long-term decline and a process of demographic contraction of
which the Black Death, in 1348, was the most spectacular moment. But the
phases of recovery sutely show that the resources of the population were not
completely drained by the epidemics. Understanding the mechanisms of this
long-drawn-out recession therefore presupposes analysis of the different
constituents of the demographic profile, although, as we know, it is extremely
difficult to assemble the necessary data for a medieval population.

The death rate

Let us start with the death rate, to which many writers allocate the prime role
in regulating the equilibrium between population and resources. Indeed, it
seems the best fitted to this role. However, even when deaths are accurately
recorded in a closed population, such as a religious community, or any other
professional group, only exceptionally is its composition by age, and thus the
distribution of deaths by age, known;*® and it is still more unusual to follow a
specific group from birth, to observe the mortality quotients by age and cal-
culate life expectancy.

Many calculations concerning the characteristics of the medieval death rate
are therefore based on the estimated or probable allocation of ages to deaths
in these groups of adults. Analyses have been directed towards groups of dig-
nitaries, ruling families or religious communities; advances in prosopograph-
ical method will undoubtedly enrich the materials necessary for such an
approach.”” These enquiries have brought to light the shortened lifespan, at the
end of the fourteenth century, for which a survivor of the infantile mortality
toll could still hope. In the last quarter of the fourteenth century, a young
English prince would thus have lost eight years in relation to the average
portion his equivalent could reckon with at the end of the thirteenth century.

5 Thus the analysis conducted by Biraben on the death rate of 127 French bishops occupying their

sees in 1355 until the total extinction of their cohort in 1391, i.e. in thirty-six years, takes no account
of their age when they took office: Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 17784 and table at p. 18;.

o
%4

We should note, however, that they are generally distorted by the uncertainty concerning the point
of entry into the group and their age at that time, which makes the construction of cohorts risky:

Rosenthal (1973).
5

&

Ibid., p. 293, tables 14, 1B. See also the earlier studies on the English dukes: Hollingsworth (1957);
and on the longevity of English princes: Russell (1948), p. 180.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Plague and family life 137

From this reduction in life expectancy, there resulted a shift towards lower ages
in the distribution of deaths. Among English peers, for instance, the ages for
half of the deceased were below fifty during the entire period 13501 500, but
for almost three-quarters if observation is confined to the generation born
between 1350 and 1375.

Using model life-tables, the life expectancy of these adults has been esti-
mated and compated between one petiod and another: it is usually around
thirty years for men who had reached the age of twenty.*’ In some communi-
ties or religious orders, whete the ages of entry into an institution, and exit on
death, are known — or can be estimated — portions of mortality-tables have
been constructed. Among the Benedictine monks of the priory of Christ
Church, Canterbury, whose age of recruitment is assumed to be constant, the
life expectancy, twenty or twenty-five years, was clearly lower in the generation
of monks born in the second quarter of the fifteenth century who entered
between 1445 and 1480 than among those who entered after 1395.° We should
also note that, compared to the congregation of Saint-Maur in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, death had a much higher impact on the young
Benedictines of the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries than on the young
manristes three centuries later.®!

The distribution of ages, in a close and protected community, can some-
times be observed. The convent of Longchamp, near Paris, had 46 per cent
adult women (twenty to sixty years) and 24 per cent older religious in 1325, but
one third in both these groups in 1402.% We should remember that the age
structure reflects the events that had affected the different generations better
than the level of general mortality. Here the greater youth of nuns recruited in
the first period and the ageing population at the end of the fourteenth century
probably stem from changes which affected recruitment.

Wias it the same with the global population and its reactions to the stress of
the epidemics? The rare age-pyramids available to us between the fourteenth and
the beginning of the fifteenth century also bear witness to an ageing population.
The population of the little town of Prato, near Florence, displayed some
dynamism in 1371, shortly after the plague of 1363 had made drastic inroads; the
comparison of this pyramid with that of 1427, almost two generations later,

% Hollingsworth (1957), pp. 10-11, and cf. Hollingsworth (1977). % Hatcher (1986), pp. 28—9.

1 Tbid., pp. 36—7; the 8,000 manristes have been examined in Le Bras and Dinet (1980). However, the
English peers of the late sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries had a life expectancy that was
scarcely better and often worse than that which has been postulated for the peers of the fourteenth
and the fifteenth centuries; see Rosenthal (1973); Hollingsworth (1964), p. 56. See also
Vandenbroucke (1985); the author notes a perceptible fall in life expectancy among the Knights of
the Golden Fleece born after 1500 in relation to their fifteenth-century predecessors.

2 Dubois (1988a), p. 363.
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shows that the recovery recorded then did not hinder, in the medium term, the
shift of equilibrium in favour of the top of the pyramid, to the detriment of
groups of the youngest ages.”” In the first quarter of the fifteenth century, the
population stabilised at the lowest level, and to some extent everywhere the
youngest age categories were eroded in relation to the oldest. At Reims, in 1422,
in the parish of St Peter’s, those under fifteen years (domestic servants and
apprentices were, it is true, not counted in this group, although there were many
in the town) constituted scarcely a quarter of the population, and those sixty
years and more, 7 per cent, while at Verona, in 1425, the first counted for 29 per
cent but the second for 15 per cent.’* At Florence, in 1427, the same groups of
ages counted for 39 and 12 per cent respectively of the population, still very far
from the proportions in a population in a growth phase.

We should not be misled by the apparentlongevity of adult males frequently
from privileged groups, and the real influence undeniably exerted by the old.
From the demographic viewpoint, in the fourteenth century, the increased
weight of the old conceals a reduction in life expectancy, even though, at
twenty, it has been estimated at some thirty years and survivors of that age
could still reach a very old age.®> Moreover, life expectancy at birth remains
highly conjectural, since it is almost always impossible for us to construct a
mortality-table based on cohorts. The experiment may be attempted where
there is — as in family records — exact evidence about births, marriages and
deaths, permitting the reconstruction of families; but enquiries of this kind
generally deal with very small numbers of individuals. With an infant mortal-
ity rate of 28 per cent for some families in the Limousin and using mortality-
tables, we can infer that life expectancy at birth did not exceed thirty years; this
was scarcely higher in Florentine families who have left us their records, and
its lowest point, here too, was reached in the first quarter of the fifteenth
century.®® But we are far from being able to examine exactly its vatiations
between the end of the thirteenth century and the beginning of the fifteenth.
The differences in the death rate dependent on age and gender, in particular in
the groups of ages of children, remain equally little known.

Birth rate and fertility

The same lacunae characterise our knowledge of other constituents of the
demographic profile. The birth rate suffers from an absence of data on the

% Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978), pp. 3748 and figs. 214, 218. On the estimo of 1371—2, see Fiumi
(1968), pp. 88—101; the statements date from the last months of 1371, the drawing up from January
1372. 6 Desportes (1966), p. 497; Hetlihy (1973), p. 101.

% Guenée (1986) has recently raised the problem. See also Vandenbroucke (1985), table 2, p. 1011.

% Biget and Tricard (1981); Klapisch-Zuber (1995) and (1998).
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total population, and nuptiality has additionally to reckon with a considerable
ignorance concerning the age of spouses. As for fertility, it is virtually
unapproachable, other than by indulging in a series of hypotheses; the female
part of the population is in fact much less well documented and recorded than
the male, with the exception of a slim upper strata of society, and even in those
milieux the registration of births was partial and irregular. However, some
results may be advanced.

Age-pyramids and graphs of the movements in births and deaths suggest
interaction between a crisis of mortality and the birth rate. Age-pyramids
reveal the outline not only of these crises, but of upsurges of births once they
had passed. The age-pyramids of Prato and the surrounding countryside in
1371 present a very clear trough at the levels of the young generations hit, eight
years earlier, by the ‘children’s plague’ mentioned above. But following this
drop, at a lower level of the age-pyramid, which also corresponds to the fall in
births resulting from the diminished generations of the Black Death of 1348,
there wete several years of abundant births and, still lower in the pyramid,
three years of moderate births, probably representing the return to normal. It
thus appears likely that, after the epidemic of 1363—4, the birth rate experi-
enced a heightened impulse for two or three yeats. Perhaps, on a lesser scale,
the very abundant generations born shortly before the drawing-up of the
catasto of 1427 are also evidence for the age-pyramid of Tuscany of a jump in
the birth rate, after the ‘minot’ plague of 1424.%

The link between short-term movements in mortality and natality is also
evident from a comparison of graphs of baptisms and burials. This has been
demonstrated for the modern petiod.®® During a crisis of mortality, the graph
for baptisms drops markedly; it picks up again, after some time-lag, when the
crisis has passed.”” At the end of the fifteenth century, in each epidemic bap-
tisms at Florence and Bologna demonstrate drops of 12 to 30 per cent in rela-
tion to normal periods, then peaks two, or sometime three, years after the
departure of the plague.”” At Siena, where there are registers of burials from
1381, peaks mark the years 1388—9, 1393 and then the two years following 1401,
after the drops in death rate of the preceding years.”!

To what should we attribute the fall in the number of baptisms during the
crisis? Undoubtedly we must take account of the flight out of town of a

Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978), pp. 376—7, fig. 21 and 382—3, fig. 25.  *® Livi Bacci (1978a).
% See the examples cited and the graphs analysed at Auriol before, during and after the plague of
1720—1 by Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 310-31.

Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978), pp. 182—7, figs. 2—3, and p. 197, table 20; Bellettini (1961),
Pp. 87—90; Livi Bacci (1978b), pp. 63—91.

Following the figures published by Ottolenghi (1903). A critical study of these data has yet to be
made.
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considerable proportion of couples and the baptism of their new-born
children in other patishes. But were falls in the year which followed, rather than
the result of amenorrhoea comparable to that produced by famine, the con-
sequence of fear on the behaviour of spouses during the plague, a fear which
would express itself through the interruption of conjugal relations in these
times of penitence and dread?”

A twofold observation, often made by contemporaties, refers to the extreme
fecundity of women after an outbreak of the plague and to the nuptial frenzy
which seized the survivors. This appears, moreover, to be borne out by a
comparison of the fertility and ultimate descendants of couples made just
before and just after the epidemic.”® Can this be substantiated at the end of the
Middle Ages?

The families of the fourteenth century were prolific. Assertions of this kind
are generally based on examples drawn from royal or princely genealogies;
generalisation to the entire population of results obtained from such a very
small number and such an extremely unrepresentative social group clearly does
not win support any more than conclusions based on the counting of surviv-
ing descendants known through their parents’ wills. On the other hand, with
family records, we come close to the characteristics of fertility in town-
dwelling milieux of lower rank.”* Between 1350 and 1500, the six couples from
Limoges studied by J.-L. Biget and J. Tricard begot an average of 9.8 children
each; but at least 54 per cent of these 59 children did not reach adulthood.
Furthermore, the average for all families (including both families living until
the end of the wife’s fecundity — completed families — and families prematurely
interrupted by the death of one of the spouses — familles achevées) was only 6.9.”
At Arras, four families constituted between 1389 and 1470 engendered an
average of 9.75 children.” The figures are comparable at Florence, between
1290 and 15 30: if, in the completed families studied, an average of 11 children were
born, compared with only 6.4 in the familles achevées, it can be calculated that for
all families, 113 in number, where the mother was married before she was
twenty years old, the theoretical descent after thirty years of marriage would
be 9.3 children.”

A very high fertility level, therefore, but not at all ‘natural’. Does this indi-
cate that it still had some reserves, to which the population could appeal to

72 These reactions are discussed in detail by Biraben in the case of Auriol: Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 323—31.

3 Ibid., p. 330.

™ Separate pieces of information are often put forward to demonstrate the prolific character of par-
ticular families, but the selection of these isolated cases runs the risk of being precisely made out of
the number of their children: see the families of eighteen children in twenty-five years of marriage
and of fourteen children in a union of thirty-one years cited by Chevalier (1975), 11, pp. 318—19 n.
SI. > Biget and Tricard (1981), p. 343. 76 Delmaire (1983). 7 Klapisch-Zuber (1988).
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counterbalance the inroads of epidemics? Recent studies in historical
demography have clarified the mechanisms by which the populations of pre-
modern Europe responded to variations in the death rate.” They tend to
highlight the role of nuptiality, more perceptible than fertility, and more
immediately modified in its two constituent parts, the frequency of marriage
and the age at which it is established.

Nuptiality

If we superimpose, where we ate fortunate enough to possess simultaneously
statistics of them, such as at Givry in Burgundy, the graph of marriages on that
of burials, one can see that the former are interrupted during an epidemic, but
peak immediately afterwards and still remain firm at a higher level than normal
in the second year following the plague.”” Of these new unions, deferred while
death reigned, many were between widows and widowers who, once the epi-
demic had passed, hastened to remarry as quickly as possible; but marriage was
also open to young people who had delayed their plans or who, becoming free
to marry because they had come into an inheritance, a landholding or a busi-
ness, endeavoured to establish themselves as soon as possible.’ The higher
fertility level of these new couples would in its turn explain the jump in the
birth rate in the second year after an outbreak of the plague.

The more numerous births in the town of Prato and the surrounding coun-
tryside appearing in 1371, on the age-pyramid at the level of the years 1365—7,
probably conceal a trend of this kind, a rush for marriage in the aftermath of
the plague of 1363. Two aspects attract attention here: the proportion of those
married was very high in 1371, and the average age of first marriage (calculated
from the proportions of married people at each age) very low. Two generations
latet, in 1427, the catasto was to show that the matrimonial behaviour of the
grandchildren, both town- and country-dwellers, was no longer that of their
grandparents: the marriage of girls, in this region of Tuscany, was deferred by
one o two years, that of boys for two to three years.®! It thus seems likely that
at the end of the fourteenth century the age and frequency of marriage in
Tuscany was adjusted to boost the birth rate.

" Wrigley (1969); Wrigley and Schofield (1981), p. 425; Dupaquier (1972); Bideau (1983); Klapisch-
Zuber (1993). " Gras (1939) and analysis by Biraben (1975), 1, pp. 157-62.

8 Biraben (1975), I, pp. 31821, for the example of Auriol between 1701 and 1740, where the propor-
tion of those remarried in the total of marriages celebrated was almost 15 per cent before the plague,
fell — as first marriages did — during it and climbed to 64 per cent immediately afterwards.

81 Calculated by Hajnal’s method from the proportion of married individuals of every age, it went from
16.3 to 17.6 years for girls in the towns and from 15.3 to 17.3 for those in thirteen surrounding vil-
lages, and for men from 23.8 to 26.9 in towns and from 22.3 to 24 in the same villages: Herlihy and
Klapisch-Zuber (1978), p. 207, table 24.
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But we know that adolescent fertility below the age of twenty is low, and that
it is to remain lower, during the lifetime of their spouses, than that of women
married between twenty and twenty-five years: the example of Florence
confirms this, where fertility appears the same as that of their contemporaries
at Limoges or Arras. In regions where girls were married very young, pressures
therefore operated upon the male age of marriage. Without this directly
affecting fertility — and here again the Florentine evidence corroborates it —
these effects were of enormous social importance, for opening and closing
access to marriage to men of twenty, or on the other hand postponing until
their thirties the weddings of a high proportion of young people, was to ensure
the more or less rapid replacement of the generations, and perhaps also to
change what was regarded as desirable relations between spouses. When gitls
marry later, on the other hand, the resulting increase in births has directly tan-
gible effects on fertility, since women between twenty and twenty-five years old
then attain their maximum fertility.

Some qualification should be made, however. Like the death rate, the
nuptiality of the late Middle Ages is highly variable in the short term, much
more ‘rigid’ and ‘glacial’ in the long term, to use the terms of L. R. Poos.®? Let
us therefore distinguish between the effects which, from this dual perspective,
the first had upon the second. In the immediate future, a plague tended to con-
centrate in the following year first marriages, simply deferred during the epi-
demic, and thus to give a strong impetus to the recovery of the birth-rate, since
these unions of young people were particularly fertile. If the prescribed delay
for the remarriage of widows was respected, their new unions would raise fer-
tility a little later. They would tend therefore to prolong the recovery of the
birth rate into the second, or even the third, year after the plague. In the longer
term, however, the adjustment would take place slowly. This has been estab-
lished from statistics over long periods in pre-modern times, where nuptiality
moved to a different level within the space of a generation after the crises.®? To
produce perceptible and lasting effects, there had in fact to be profound
changes in custom and mentality. For if the demographic world was not
subject to biological constraints alone, matrimonial relations and beyond that
the entire sphere of the family, did not submit to their rule without resistance.

Tiwo systems and a breakdown?

The characteristics of Tuscan nuptiality remained relatively stable despite their
many ups and downs. From the rare figures available for the beginning of the fout-
teenth century, as from the statistics about nuptiality available from the end of the

82 Poos (1989), p. 8o1. % Bideau and Perrenoud (1981).
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fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries, a relatively coherent picture emerges: the age
of marriage of women was under twenty years, much lower before 1400, less so
¢. 1500, and more in the town than the countryside. That of men vatied between
wider limits, but was always over twenty-two years, generally remained around
twenty-six years and touched thirty in towns and among the rich. It is difficult to
estimate the exact proportion of confirmed bachelors; that of spinsters, on the
other hand, was trifling, and the state of martiage or widowhood included more
than 95 per cent of adult women after 1350. Such characteristics are not peculiar
to Tuscany. There is a very high proportion of married or widowed women in the
medieval towns of central and northern Italy, and in south-east and still more so
in south-west France. In the towns of the Rhone valley and Provence, such as
Toulouse and Périgueux, or in the village of Montaillou, women were married
before twenty-one, men rather around twenty-seven years.* For the pre-modern
period, this has also been demonstrated in Spain, and the medieval features per-
sisted in the regions of France and Italy already cited.®®

These characteristics undoubtedly amount to a model very different from
that which, thirty years ago, J. Hajnal designated as the ‘Buropean’ model of
marriage.%® As is well known, the societies of traditional Europe were dis-
tinguished in relation to other human societies by the exceptionally high age of
marriage of women and men (twenty-five yeats or more), by a small gap
between the ages of spouses and by a high proportion of permanently celibate
among both sexes. The fact that today this entirety is called rather the model
‘of north-west Burope’ shows that important regional corrections have
restricted the field of its application. Moreover, since 1965, Hajnal has sug-
gested that it does not perhaps take account of the situation in England in the
late fourteenth century, and that in other respects Mediterranean regions pos-
sessed several of the features which he identified as belonging to a model ‘of
eastern Burope’.%

The theory of the ‘non-European’ character of English marriage had been
suggested to Hajnal by the work of J. C. Russell using the English poll tax
returns of 1377 to estimate nuptiality in the fourteenth century. His conclu-
sions have been challenged and his use of documentary evidence criticised
(while the hypotheses required to correct the data do not make interpretation
in the contrary sense entirely convincing).®® Studies of different English

8% Ttwas 20-1 years in the fifteenth century for women, 24—5 for men, for the inhabitants of the Rhone
valley between 1440 and 1500: Rossiaud (1976). It was 16—17 years for the women of Toulouse, 25—8
for the men: Laribiere (1967); Higounet-Nadal (1978), pp. 282, 291—2. It was 17—18 years for the girls
of Montaillou: Le Roy Ladurie (1975), pp- 275—9. %> Smith (1981), summarised in Smith (1983).

8 Hajnal (1965). 87 1bid., pp. 119, 103, 120 respectively.

8 Hatcher (1986), pp. 212, discussing criticisms of Russell’s analysis in Smith (1981), pp. 114-15, and
(1983),p. 111.
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regions do not provide a convincing conclusion because their results are
contradictory. At Halesowen, gitls of sixteen to nineteen years married youths
of twenty-one years before the Black Death; the abundance of land after it
lowered this ‘non-European’ age still further.*” But in the Lincolnshire Fenland
research arrived at the opposite conclusion: the ‘European’ model of marriage
was in place before the end of the thirteenth century and became stronger with
the plague. Should we therefore push back in time the problem of the medieval
origins of the west European model in England? The historian of the Fenland,
H. E. Hallam, did not rule out the possibility that, if it was pushed back
chronologically, one would be able to discern there a ‘Mediterranean’ or an
‘east European’ model of marriage.”’

This is also the conclusion which emerges from studies of other regions of
England and northern France. Less richly served than the demographers of
southern Europe, historians there are forced to deduce from the proportions
of married and celibate the chances of late marriage, or of a delayed marriage,
in the northern regions. The tendency today seems to be to come round to a
vision of a ‘prudential’ marriage, for both young men and women. The same
applies to Normandy after 1460,”" at Reims in 1422,”? and Bury St Edmunds
in the fifteenth century;93 but proof is too often lacking, Where there is docu-
mentary evidence of the real age of marriage, these data are too few, their
results remain in half-tones: at Arras and Limoges between the end of the
fourteenth and the fifteenth centuries, towns whete young men from the bour-
geoisie married in their twenties or thirties girls whose age was around twenty
years,” the age of female marriage remains open to speculation: was it still
medieval? Already verging on the modern ‘Huropean’ model? The debate
remains open. To bring it to an end, one would need patiently to accumulate
data clarifying matrimonial behaviour, not only in the century of biological and
familial upheavals, but in the earlier period.

In conclusion, although nuptiality functioned as the principal demographic
self-regulator, this role operated between limits that were not only biological

% Razi (1980), pp. 60—4, 136—7. It should be noted that Herlihy (1985), pp. 103—11, has collected evi-
dence on the age of first marriage throughout Europe for the whole of the Middle Ages. The author
concludes that the female age of marriage was very low everywhere until the thirteenth century and

that the male age of marriage began to rise from the twelfth century onwards.
o

S

Hallam (1985). Using the seigneurial tax upon marriage, the merchet, Hallam estimates a female age
of first marriage of 21.4 and a male age of 26.1 years before the Black Death; the female age of mar-
riage was to tise to 24.6 and the male to 25.5 years after the Black Death. For his part, Smith (1983),
Pp. 120—4, using the same documents concerning the setfs on two of these manors, calculates pro-

portions of married and single entirely compatible with the model of north-west Europe.
9

Bois (1976), pp. 317 and 331, for the beginning of the sixteenth century.

2 Desportes (1966), p- 489.  ** Gottfried (1982), p. 61 n. 34.

94

Biget and Tricard (1981), pp. 327—30; Delmaire (1983), pp. 305—6.
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but cultural. In a demographic system based on a ‘Mediterranean’ model of
marriage, there could be no real increase in fertility by lowering still further the
age of female marriage and it appears to have been above all on the male age
of marriage that the pressure of the death rate had direct consequences. The
effects of such a demographic strategy remained moderate and perhaps
accounted for the faitly slow pattern of growth in the Mediterranean popula-
tion during the Renaissance. On the other hand, in a system including a model
of marriage ‘of north-western Europe’, manipulating the age of female mat-
riage by a few years ensured a rapid revival of fertility and permitted more
flexible responses in the very long term.

FAMILY EQUILIBRIUM

At the meeting-point of many social constraints, marriage, the formation of a
couple and the place of the domestic group among a vaster totality of social
bonds have become central objects for the understanding of past populations.
Nuptiality, this regulator of demographic and social life, fitted into the broader
domestic and familial pattern: marriage fell within the province of the family
well before being controlled by the state or even the Chutrch. What one undet-
stands by ‘family structures’ thus imposed their requirements on demographic
trends; in return these structures experienced the effects of the population
movement and modifications to the demographic system. The interaction
between family and demography demands that we forget neither of these per-
spectives.

The models

Limited by the available sources, medievalists have long approached the
problem of the characteristics and changes in family structures by according a
perhaps undue significance to one of their features, the dimension of the
family group. This ‘hearth’ (household), domestic and property-based, in the
best-documented cases, but too often fiscal and notional for administrative
purposes, can sometimes be measured. But what can be done with this? What
is to be made of the assertion that at San Gimignano, in Tuscany, while the
inhabitants were reduced in number by approximately 33 per cent in the town
and 15 pet cent in the country between 1350 and 1427, the households, falling
more steeply in number, included a wider range of members?” To explore the
reasons for such a disjuncture between the statistics for hearths and those for

% Households in towns lost 55 per cent of their total in 1350, and those in the countryside 47 per cent,
and their average size went from 3.5 to 4, and from 4 to 7.5, respectively: Fiumi (1962), p. 150.
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people we must know the structure of households. Now there ate few exact
population counts, housechold by houschold, in the fourteenth century: what
the formulae of average dimension actually represent is almost always
unknown.

More than one observer has been struck by the fact that the dimension of
the family group is virtually the same from one society to another or in the long
term, while at the local level it could expetience important fluctuations. This
view loses sight of the essential dynamic. Let us take the example of Prato and
its contade, whose very rich archives provide exceptional information from the
end of the thirteenth century. The hearths then numbered an average 5.6
persons in the contade; they had only 4.3 in 1339, 4.7 in 1371 and 5 in 1427; evolu-
tion in the town was not completely synchronised, where the hearth contained
4.1 persons in 1298, 3.9 in 1339, 4.2 in 1371 but fell back to 3.7 in 1427.”° What
we know about population movement in the fourteenth century leads us to
believe that different reasons lay behind the drops observed in 1339 and then
in 1427. But we cannot deduce from this series of family indices that family
organisation was related to one model rather than another, or was carried along
in a coherent historical process. The numerical index says nothing clear about
the nature of the bonds cementing the domestic group. It clarifies nothing
about the accommodations with demographic constraints except in an indirect
and obscure manner.

Frequently, however, one sees the small size of the medieval household
stressed and deductions made from this concerning its conjugal character. This
has been still more apparent since a model of the family in the Europe of the
past, constructed by observation of modern populations and articulated with
the model of marriage discussed above, has come to provide a theoretical
framework in which to arrange the meagre medieval evidence. According to
this model the western couple came into being when it could set itself up, that
is to say, when it could attain economic autonomy. At this time, the new house-
hold chose a ‘neo-local’ residence, different from that of the parents; in the
expectation of marriage young people accumulated the means necessary for
their establishment by entering service with families that were already estab-
lished.”” The model thus convincingly integrated late nuptiality into the mech-
anisms of social reproduction, which presupposes the movement of young
bachelors — a reserve of extra manpower and a ‘reproductive reservoir’ —
between the family units of production.

From this there stemmed, not only a high proportion of young servants in
the households of strangers, but very simple family structures, stripped of

% Fiumi (1968), pp. 47-8, 72—3, 89—90, 109—11; Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978), pp. 211-12.
7 The characteristics of this family have been sketched by Laslett (1973) and Hajnal (1982).
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genealogical depth and reduced to parent—children bonds within nucleated
units; the dimensions of such units founded on a single conjugal union showed
the effects of every peak in the death rate and of its raised level. In a ‘Buropean’
population, it would therefore be normal to find a largely dominant propot-
tion of households organised on a conjugal basis, a tiny proportion of house-
holds where several couples co-existed, and a very small proportion of families
containing a widowed parent or relatives of marriageable age; finally, there
were a large number of households keeping servants.

Did such a model characterise the whole of Europe, and as eatly as the
Middle Ages? We should not exaggerate the model. Regional studies have long
underscored long-term phenomena, very widespread in various regions of
Europe, which seem to contradict this dominant model. In the south of
France, in Languedoc for example, juridical forms of association between rel-
atives or strangers, already revealed by legal historians, have been brought out
at the level of family practices: the tendency to ‘lineal regrouping’ (remembre-
ment lignager, as E.. Le Roy Ladurie called it) and the establishment of fréréches at
the turn of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuties, resting on a solid contrac-
tual framework, permanently stamped the life of family communities, which
increased in internal complexity, and sometimes in size, at the end of the
Middle Ages.” Studies on southern Europe, which grew in number in the
1970s,”? sanction the integration of these local forms in a ‘Mediterranean’
model contrasting with that of the family in north-western Europe. It was
characterised by patrivirilocal marriage, genealogical depth and the co-exis-
tence of several couples from different generations, frequent associations of
couples of the same generation — fréréches and others — and the tendency to
prefer relations to servants from elsewhere.!”

The notion of a cycle of domestic development!”! has, moreover, brought
the means of more sophisticated analysis of the assembled observations. One
of its lessons, and by no means the least important, has been to demonstrate
that a system characterised by a cycle of development extended over succes-
sive generations and by the structural complexity of the domestic group,
adapted to a smaller size of household, close to that of nuclear families. Such
a system implies, in fact, the possibility of several couples living together, but
the complexity resulting from such cohabitation is not realised at all stages of
a cyclical development. Periodically, and for a short time, the domestic group
became smaller, passing through a simple form, before it began again to
expand in a later phase.'® A high death rate, which increased the breakup of

% Le Roy Ladurie (1972), pp. 162-8.
9 See the data analysed for our period by Dondarini (1984); Leverotti (1984).
100

Smith (1981), p. 125. 101 Berkner (1972). 102 Berkner (1975).
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unions, further weakened the chances of an observer hitting upon a point in
the cycle when couples constituted a complex and numerous household. A
‘Mediterranean’ model is therefore not always discernible at any one moment
in time. That is certainly the case at the end of the Middle Ages, when the
plague struck hard.

The forms of the household

The high death rate at the end of the Middle Ages shook, and perhaps
modified, domestic structures in different ways. Admittedly, the misfortunes
of the period disrupted families and depleted them, blurring internal hiet-
archies. However, it is important to distinguish between the consequences
of death rates linked to subsistence crises and those of ctises caused by the
plague. The first provoked flight to the towns, the start of a wandering
which could prove permanent and break definitively the bonds with land
and family. High prices and famine, with the epidemics that all too often fol-
lowed in their wake, prompted country-dwellers to abandon their lands,
when the survivors of the family which cultivated them could not sow or
harvest there. The poor of the cities and refugees from the hinterland
crowded into charitable institutions. Hete and there the hard-pressed
authorities chased outside their walls desperate beggars, who went to swell
the numbers of armed bands, devastating the countryside and besieging
fortified towns, doubling confusion and misfortune.!” The historians of the
fourteenth century, and above all those of the fifteenth century, return tire-
lessly to these movements of population, this wandering, this marginalisa-
tion of people who had usually broken with their family, and whose family
was shattered.'” Many works have been devoted to attempts at rural
recolonisation, and one suspects that reconstituting the family with fugitives
from other devastated regions tended to establish family structures which
were not very complex.!”

The plague did not have the same effects. It was to the rich in the towns
rather than the poor that it suggested flight, and that just for the period of the
epidemic. Once the danger had passed, it indirectly stimulated a less unrea-
soned influx towards the towns, draining off immigrants who wete attracted by
privileges and professional monopolies and who were soon to be enrolled on

103 See the introduction to Z/ /ibro del Biadaiolo, ed. Pinto; La Ronciére (1974). On the effects of war and
insecurity and their links with the plague, see Dubois (1988a), pp. 337—46; Biraben (1975), 1,
Pp: 139—46.

104 See the fine picture drawn by Comba (1984), with a full bibliography of older and recent works. For
numerous examples drawn from judicial sources: Gauvard (1991).

195 Pinto (1984); de Mox6 (1979).
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the registers of the bourgeoisie.

There, too, we imagine that the families
founded by these new arrivals would have been neither very substantial nor
complex. The immigration which renewed the population of the cities deci-
mated by the plague involved the settlement of individuals and of nuclear fam-
ilies.!”” They thus reinforced the effects of the pressures of nuptiality evident
after a peak in the death rate; all these developments increased the proportion
of young couples succeeding in setting up housekeeping.

To return to the example of Prato after the first two plagues, the pre-
dominance of houscholds consisting of a simple conjugal cell (65 per cent) is
very striking in 1371. But their share fell once more to 58 per cent after 1427
and 55 per cent in 1470; the difference was even greater in the contado.'"® This
example shows that the forms taken by families in response to the pressure of
the death rate still had no definitive character. This would be still better estab-
lished by observing the proportions of ‘multiple’ households. With the rest of
Tuscany, at the end of the fourteenth century, the town of Prato undoubtedly
fell within the ‘Mediterranean’ model of the family, as is revealed by the pro-
portion of households in which several conjugal families joined forces (14 per
cent) —not an enormous proportion but one which remains incompatible with
the ‘north-European’ model. Later on, at the catasto of 1427, this propottion
was to double (28 per cent), and a century afterwards it would almost have
tripled (36 per cent).

Thus, when the population stabilised, from the 1420s onwards, the standard
family model recovered its rights and was once more visibly expressed. The
hasty formation of new unions between 1364 and 1371, the rushed setting-up
of young couples and immigrants only temporarily displaced the proportions
of the different types of households; they did not, in fact, lead to profound
change.

Did the plagues of the fourteenth century set up, merely accentuate or, rather,
contradict the tendency, so apparent in the Mediterranean towns and rural areas,
to express patrilineal interdependence? In southern and central France, as
pointed out above, fiéréches between outsiders and contractual associations
between relatives of different generations increased. Were these phenomena
similar? Did they respond to the same appeals? Did the fréréches of southern
France not seek above all to overcome insecurity, breaks in continuity in the
occupation of a property or the cultivation of land? The desired forms of
association thus exerted pressure for the invention of new juridical theory and
practices. In Italy, vigorous patrilineal structures were rooted in an old legal soil,

106 For Germany, Mols (1954—6), 1, p. 74; Dollinger (1972), pp. 113—20; Comba (1984), p. 52. For Italy,

Pinto (1984), pp. 33—9. 107 For example Montanari (1966).
108 Their share was 65, 58 and 5 5 per cent, respectively: Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978), pp. 518—19.
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fertilised since well before the plagues by the renewal of Roman law and of the
law relating to dowries in particular. In the hope of shedding light on other
trends and other types of familial organisation one must perhaps go back to
before the twelfth century, before the principles of patrilineal succession
reorganised the sphere of the family on solid foundations.

Widows and single individuals

Breaking the bonds which united spouses, parents and children under the same
roof in the societies of the north, brothers and cousins or uncles and nephews
in the south, the plagues left behind them loose aggregates of related individ-
uals, where no conjugal structure was to be discernible for a long while. They
increased the vestigial households, composed of single individuals, orphaned
co-heirs, surviving spouses remaining in the marital home. Their proportion is
striking even in urban societies where the dominant system of organisation
would hardly make them expected. It did not fall to below 20 per cent of total
households in Prato between 1371 and 1470 and climbed to 25 per cent in
Florence in 1427. Rural regions made a fairly striking contrast, for Tuscan
sharecropping (mezzadria) adapted pootly to very small family units; here,
single individuals could only offer a marginal workforce, their presence was cut
down to 6 per cent of the total of households (hearths) around Prato in 1371.
By contrast, the late medieval town offered the means of survival to the
uprooted and to all those who were the casualties of marriage and the family.

The situation of widows is highly instructive. We generally see only those
women who achieved autonomy in the eyes of lord or financial administration;
the majority were widows. In the first half of the fourteenth century, the
chances they had of appearing as such at the head of a family or of a holding
varied according to whether they lived in the town or countryside and from
region to region; they were dependent on the juridical conditions and the rela-
tions of production which controlled access to rural estates locally. In the towns
of Tuscany, their proportion in the population as a whole was high: at Prato, 19
per cent of hearths in 1325, 24 per cent in 1339.! The fact thatin 1339 a quarter
of the households of the town were headed by widows reveals the difficulties
encountered by those who wished to remarry in a period when the population,
which had stabilised at a very high level, began imperceptibly to decline: the
town made new openings for the weakest at the moment of demographic
upturn. In 1371, the proportion of widows who were the heads of families had
fallen again at Prato to 16 per cent, and to 15 per cent in 1427.""" In the

199 Fiumi (1968), pp. 70, 80, 92.
10 Tbid., pp. 92, 111; in the rural areas they constituted 6.7 per cent of the total households in 1427.
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surrounding rural areas, their presence was much more restricted throughout
the entire period. Here the megzadria governed relationships between landown-
ers and farmers, contracts required male workers and a complete family.!!! Tt is
likely that rural widows who did not remarry on the spot had no alternative
other than to emigrate into the town or to remain on the farm taken over by an
adult son. Itis there, in fact, that we find them in the catasto of 1427: many scrap-
ing a living alone in the city, still more frequently living in the house of a child.
Like sharectopping, the laws relating to dowries and inheritances and their
application in Italian customary law did not encourage economic autonomy
among women; on the contrary, they prompted them to become integrated
within the household of an adult male — father, husband or son, even son-in-
law — who would administer their dowry. Such a situation fits easily into the
more general framework of southern Europe at the beginning of the fifteenth
century, that led to a tightening of bonds between relatives: they were encout-
aged to stand fast together rather than scatter their forces.

Things were different in north-western Europe. On English estates, for
instance, landowners directly controlled the marriage of female serfs in their
lordship, taxing their marriage to outsiders and resumptions of landholdings, at
the same time maintaining control over access to the land.""? The proportion of
female tenants at the end of the thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth
centuries was much higher than in the sharecropping farms of Tuscany; the great
majority were widows, who kept all or part of the goods of their deceased hus-
bands.!® The other distinctive charactertistic of this petiod was the frequency of
remarriage of a widow with land at her disposal: the union agreed by the lord pet-
mitted the new husband to enter into possession of a holding in exchange for
hatd cash. Now it has been demonstrated that, in the first half of the fourteenth
century, the remarriage of widows occupied a more important place in the total-
ity of marriages than after the Black Death. There was no lack of claimants at a
petiod when free tenures were rare. Around 1300, half the marriages of serfs at
Cottenham, in Cambridgeshire, were remarriages, a proportion which reduced
very sharply afterwards when demographic pressure and land hunger eased.'*

M Witness the tiny number (1.6 per cent) of sharecropping farms (mwezadria) in Florentine Tuscany
held by households without family in 1427: Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978), p. 486, table 78.

12 Searle (1979); Goldberg (1992).

113 Tndependent women constituted between 10 and 18 per cent of heads of household: see Franklin
(1986), esp. pp. 188—9.

114 Smith (1983), pp. 124—7; also Ravensdale (1984). There are comparable observations at Halesowen:
of widows known from the manorial court rolls before 1349, 63 per cent remarried, but only 25 per
cent after that date: Razi (1980), pp. 63, 138. The proportions, although smaller, remained high else-
where: as many as 33 per cent of marriages at Taunton included a widow, 26 per cent at Witney
(Oxfordshire), 14 per cent at Thornbury, where the figure comparable to Halesowen’s 63 per cent
would be 33—7 per cent: Franklin (1986), p. 199.
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The elevated death rate set in motion a quicker redistribution of the land,
and the beneficiaries were the young, younger sons without inheritances who
would henceforth choose for their marriage partner an heiress of their own
generation in preference to a widow.''> Widows were to be the ‘victims’ of this
process, in so far as fewer of their number would henceforth achieve control
of alandholding.!" The faster replacement of the old by the young, the greater
frequency of marriage and perhaps the lowering of the age of first marriage
which contributed to boosting fertility can thus be interpreted as the result of
a complex process changing the forms of access to land and the nature of its
beneficiaries.!!” Once again, it must be stated that forms of social behaviour
not rooted in the strictly demographic sphere played a decisive role in the reac-
tions of the population to the impact of the plagues.

Econonic strategies and cultural inberitances

Cultural choices and inheritances also exerted a strong influence on family
structures and, through them, on demography. First of all, juridical norms. A
principle of equality restricted to male heirs (such as was applied in the later
medieval communes of central-northern Italy) did not inevitably produce divi-
sion and co-residence among male heirs; however, it made them desirable
when the inherited goods lent themselves to it. Too small a piece of land would
not sustain their daily interdependence, but a sharecropping farm adequate for
a family had every chance of keeping a certain number of sons until they
married and even afterwards, thus avoiding recourse to waged labour. A com-
mercial business, on the other hand, could be divided without compelling the
heirs to live together: when they reached adulthood, they would prefer to
separate at the time when they divided the inheritance. Social aspirations and
professional commitments moderated the underlying familial model, revealing
or concealing it.

Tuscany around 1400 is a good field for observation. Here, small landown-
ers in marginal areas displayed the same persistent co-residence as the share-
cropping farmers of the central contado, expressed in the high proportion of

5 This phenomenon can be observed at Coltishall, Norfolk, between 1349 and 1359, where the
number of women holding a farm slumped at the same time as the replacement ratio of deceased
tenants by their surviving sons: Campbell (1984), pp. 96—9, tables 2.1, 2.2, 2.3.

116 See, however, the mote optimistic vision defended by Franklin (1986), who believes that the oppot-

tunities for remaining at the head of a household without remarrying, extended in the demographic

drop between 1350 and 1450, increased their autonomy, their initiatives and their happiness.

However, even this is disputed; recent works insist on the high fertility of couples consisting of a

young husband and an older widow (Schofield and Wrigley (1981), pp. 222—4); and on that of a

middle-aged widower marrying a young girl. They challenge the more traditional view of a lower

fertility among couples which included one remarried spouse.
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households that included several families. Families which did not live solely or
directly from the land, on the other hand, did not conform to the implicit
norms of the system: surplus sons found work elsewhere and the proportion
of complex households fell considerably. In the towns, it was the presence or
absence of a patrimony which determined the structure of the household. As
between the wealth and size of a household, there was a positive correlation
between wealth and internal complexity of the domestic group; the higher the
social status, the mote chance the family had of realising the implicit family
model, which is regarded as characteristic of it.!'® Finally, at the two extremes
of the socio-professional spectrum, there are two emblematic figures of the
medieval family in all their purity. Among the poorest of poor people — who
were in Florence, textile workers, the Ciompi — the conjugal family prevailed
(83 per cent) with a size close to the average of the city (3.9) and this social
group included a few single individuals as ‘multiple family households’.!”?
Among the rich, their patrons in the wool- and silk-weaving guilds, single indi-
viduals did not live alone and remained an integral part of the family from
which they came; as for widows, who did not always recover their dowry
without difficulty, they also remained in the family into which they had married.
Thus, the domestic group was not principally cemented by conjugality; almost
one quartet of households, like those of peasants living on a farm, combined
several families bound by their patrilineal relationship.

In the absence of analogous sources, precise comparison with other regions
of medieval Europe is demonstrably hazardous. In Limoges, a town of south-
ern culture, the house of the Benoist accommodated a ‘polynuclear’ unit,
where, at some periods, married sons and nephews lived with their descen-
dants side by side with those of the patriarch.'”’ But in northern France, we
see father and wife succeeded by the inheriting son and his wife, rather than
cohabiting under the same roof. Therefore, at Arras, family size appears to
have been determined by the number of surviving children rather than by
cohesion between generations or between heirs.!?!

Conversely, we know more about the presence of servants in the families of
north-west Europe than in the Mediterranean south. Here, undoubtedly, the
main sources of information — estimes ot censuses of fiscal origin — took little
account of them.!?? A man-servant living on the farm was not the rule; and a
family had to be very wretched to agree to expose the sexual honour of its
daughters to the dangers of a place in service. Except perhaps among the

18 Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978), pp. 469—522. 119 Stella (1990); La Ronciere (1974).

120 Biget and Tricard (1981), pp. 357-8. 121 Delmaire (1983).

122 Herlihy seems to me rashly to conclude that the larger or smaller proportion of children or young
people in different income brackets reveals a real circulation of the young at Florence between rich

and poor: Herlihy (1985), pp. 155—6.
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merchant class, which willingly had its sons, still at a tender age, start their
professional experience in a distant house, and except among aristocratic
milieux where feudal culture dictated court service, education was not based
on the systematic circulation of the young, as was practised in England or
other regions of northern Europe.'?

Socio-economic determinants, cultural factors and value systems therefore
had direct repercussions on family organisation. They also indirectly affected
behaviour and ultimately demogtaphic vatiables. Take breast-feeding, for
instance. Although decisions made in this sphere by Florentine parents in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were not lacking in self-interest, their
primaty justification rested on an appreciation of the positions and respective
roles of men and women in the world-order.!** Plainly expressed in the daily
ethic and permissible forms of behaviour, the values and knowledge which
impinged on the female ‘nature’, for example, were here called upon for aid,
and made a contribution by ultimately raising fertility in some social groups.
Similarly, the well-established hierarchy between both sexes served to justify,
reinforced and implanted the Mediterranean preference for a very young wife:
as a result the husband gained in authority — and undoubtedly also in increased
progeny, but the latter consequence was not the first to be cited. The ‘preven-
tive’ or ‘corrective’ reactions which set nuptiality against biological disasters
could only be built upon a foundation of cultural inheritances, all the more
telling because they were inert and implicit.

There are two models, therefore, whose implications begin to be evident.
But the questions raised above return, still more insistently. From what date
can this distinction be found? Do Prato in 1371 and the poll tax of 1377 signal
the beginning of a very long-term movement, a breaking-point initiating in
some places a process of familial concentration and in others an evolution
towards the European specificity of pre-modern periods? Or were these only
regressive episodes, expressing, through a small oscillation at the heart of a
system that was stable elsewhere, a disturbance provoked by external traumas?
In sum, are we dealing here with epiphenomena giving a misleading picture of
the development as a whole, or with decisive stages in a process by which
earlier tendencies were reversed? It is too soon to say. New pathways of
research will have to be opened up, earlier than the fourteenth century, to
restore their full meaning to the familial responses aroused by the irruption of

the plague.

125 Kussmaul (1981); Smith (1981), pp. 118—19; Desportes (1966), p. 489. Few studies have examined
service in Italian peasant families in the Middle Ages, while more is known, if not of their numbers,
at least about the servants in citizens’ households and the conditions in which they worked:
Guarducci and Ottanelli (1982); Romano (1991). 124 Klapisch-Zuber (1983).
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CHAPTER 8

TRADE IN FOURTEENTH-CENTURY
EUROPE

Peter Spufford

FOR the purposes of discussing European commertece, the fourteenth century
is a very difficult unit. Most of the first half of the century had much in
common with the thirteenth century, and in many ways trading patterns in
these years are the fruition and culmination of the so-called ‘commercial rev-
olution’ of the long thirteenth century. In the same way trading patterns in the
second half of the century exhibited the beginnings of many of the changes
which accelerated in the fifteenth century. I will therefore treat the century in
two halves, at the risk of some overlap with the chapters in the previous and
succeeding volumes.

Throughout the first half of the century the patterns of short-distance trade
remained much as they wete around 1300. The extensive network of markets
and market towns already established in many parts of Europe remained vir-
tually unchanged. Few attempts were made to create additional markets, and
those few that were chartered were generally unsuccessful. Nevertheless, the
medieval market economy already generally established in most parts of rural
western Burope remained unimpaired and was consolidated.! Most rural pro-
ducers continued to be able to sell at least a part of their produce for money
without difficulty, to meet such money obligations as rents and taxes. The
overall European money supply probably reached its medieval maximum
towards the middle of the century.?

As well as the network of markets, where goods could be sold locally on a
weekly basis, the long thirteenth century had also seen the establishment of
numerous annual fairs, at which local produce could be sold to more distant
customers, and more distant products purchased. This encouraged the
development of considerable regional specialisation in agriculture, for
example the extension of vineyards at the expense of grain in the hinterland
of Bordeaux, or the concentration on grain production along the rivers

! Day (1987); Britnell (1993). 2 Spufford (1988), pp. 240-63.
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flowing northwards into the Baltic. At most of these fairs a single local product
was of dominant importance, as with the cheese fairs of Apulia, and it was
through such fairs that the specialised produce of an area entered into long-
distance commerce. Although most of this chapter will be concerned with
long-distance trade, which was primarily consumption rather than production
led, it must always be borne in mind that long-distance trade was normally tied
to the ultimate producers through this network of local markets, and particu-
larly of specialised annual fairs.

There wete, however, a small number of fairs of much more than regional
importance. From the twelfth century the sequence of six two-monthly fairs
at the four fair towns of Champagne had a supra-regional importance, and
acted as contact points between merchants from the southern Netherlands,
northern Italy, Paris, the Rhineland and from at least as far into the German
parts of the empire as Meissen. These fairs were in decline by 1300. They lin-
gered on into the fourteenth century, but were then largely places for settling
accounts.’ By then Champagne was no longer the right area for such interna-
tional fairs, since merchants from northern Italy and Tuscany had established
permanent agents in Bruges, Paris and London, who were able to transact the
business that had been carried on at these fairs more efficiently. However this
did not provide for the interests of merchants from the German parts of the
empire.

A handful of other fairs of international importance not only continued to
flourish, but grew in importance through the fourteenth century into the
fifteenth. Some are described as ‘successor faits’ to those of Champagne, and
like them, they were generally held beside navigable rivers and so were access-
ible by both road and water. The most important of these were those at
Frankfurt-on-Main, where ‘German’ merchants purchased the products of
the Low Countries, principally woollen cloth; at Antwerp and at Bergen-op-
Zoom on the Scheldt, where Hanseatic, Rhineland and south German mer-
chants met not only Netherlanders, but also men from many other nations; at
Saint-Denis, on the Seine below Paris, where the old Lendit fair achieved a
new lease of life in turn; and also those at Chalon on the Sadne, and at Geneva
on the Rhone*

Unlike modern producer-led economies, that of fourteenth-century
Europe was predominantly a network of consumer-led economies. Trade in
bulky necessities was heavily determined by levels of population, particulatly
of urban populations, whilst trade in high-value commodities depended on
the demands of a relatively narrow group of wealthy people, whose ability to

? Bautier (1953), pp. 97-147; Chapin (1937).
4 Verlinden (1963), pp. 1265 3; Dubois (1976); Blockmans (1991), pp. 37—50, and (1993), pp. 21-6.
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purchase luxuries depended primarily on their receipt of landed incomes in
money.

There is general agreement that the overall /wels of population in the early
part of the century were very high by pre-industrial standards, indeed were
at their highest point for the whole of the Middle Ages. However, there is
much debate about the #rends in population at this time, and that, apart from
differences between regions, urban and rural trends may have been different
in some parts of Europe. It was more the high levels of population rather
than trends that determined the volume of trade, particularly that of urban
populations. Most of Europe’s principal urban centres were already concen-
trated by 1300 in a belt that stretched from Perugia in the south to London
in the north, taking in the cities of Tuscany and Lombardy, curving through
those of south Germany into the Rhineland and the middle Meuse to those
of Brabant and Flanders, and ending in those of south-east England. The
cities of the Rhone valley formed a western edge to this belt. However, some
major cities lay outside it, of which Paris was by far the most important. A
subsidiary belt of urban concentration stretched out to the west, from
Lombardy and Liguria, through Provence and Languedoc to Catalonia and
Valencia. Around 1300, the cities of northern Italy formed the most impor-
tant group within the ‘banana’, followed in importance by those of the south-
ern Netherlands.®

All these cities needed feeding and most consumed food far beyond the
resources of their own immediate hinterlands. Before the 13408 when urban
populations were at an extraordinarily high level in relation to agricultural pro-
ductivity, prices of foodstuffs were high, whilst wages were low, so that for the
bulk of city-dwellers there was a heavy emphasis on grain-based foods, such
as bread or pasta, and particularly on those foods that used bartley and rye,
which were cheaper than wheat.

A few cities could rely on their hinterlands, and generated a trade in
foodstuffs that, although very large, was not long distance. The 200,000 inhab-
itants of Patis could rely on grain produced in the vast basin of the Seine and
its tributaries, brought to the city by river, whilst Londoners could live on the
resources of all southern and eastern England.® The governments of the states
of northern Italy, however, had to ensure an adequate food supply, sometimes
from a great distance and at great expense.” Much Mediterranean trade was
concerned simply with the movement of grain to northern Italy, and some of
the greatest trading companies, like the Peruzzi of Florence, were heavily

5 See Leguay and Klapisch-Zuber above pp. 102—6, 127—30; for a discussion with maps of the evolu-
tion of the urban ‘blue banana’ Davids and Lucassen (1995), pp. 11-19.

¢ Cazelles (1972); Keene (1989), pp. 99—111.

7 Cf. 1l libro del Biadiaolo, ed. Pinto, pp. 107—30, and Pinto (1972), pp. 3-84, for 1329 and 1346.
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involved in it.® The evolution of bulk carriers, like the great round ships of
Venice and Genoa, took place to meet this demand. They brought grain to
northern Italy, not only from Apulia and Sicily, but also from Greece and the
Black Sea, North Africa and Andalusia. The cities of the southern
Netherlands, in a dense belt stretching from Calais to Cologne, could only par-
tially be fed from the rich grain lands of northern and eastern France. They
depended on the long-distance shipping of grain from the Baltic in the cogs
of Hanseatic merchants.

The northern and southern ends of the European urban belt therefore not-
mally relied on quite different areas for their food. There was effectively one
partially unified grain market stretching from southern France to the eastern
Baltic, and another from southern Castille to the northern shotes of the Black
Sea, with little interconnection between the two zones except when harvests
failed for two or more years in succession. In 1316, for example, during the
great north European famine, which resulted from harvest failures from
Ireland to Poland, the cities of the southern Netherlands suffered the worst,
relying as they did on grain imported from a great distance rather than local
resources. One in every ten of the inhabitants of Ypres, then a major manu-
facturing city for luxury woollen cloth for international markets, died, pauper-
ised to starvation, and had to be buried at public expense in only four months
in 1317. Giovanni Villani, the prominent Florentine businessman-chronicler,
commented that ‘the cost of all foods became so high that everyone would
have died of starvation, had not merchants, to their great profit, arranged for
food to be transported by sea from Sicily and Apulia’? Such trading in bulky
necessities, even carried as cheaply as the largest round ships allowed, was only
profitable when prices were high enough to counteract the huge expense of
transport.

The grain trade may have been the dominant trade both in local and in long-
distance trade in the fourteenth century, but it was by no means the only bulk
trade. Amongst ‘foodstufls’, wine was second only to grain. Because of its bulk
(and frequently its low value), wine, like grain, was generally only worth carry-
ing, except for very short distances, by water, either by sea or river. The four
principal wine-exporting ports were Bordeaux, Seville, Naples and Candia in
Crete. As with grain, the bulk trade in wine in the Mediterranean was far more
important than that elsewhere. Although wine was extensively produced there,
the countryside of northern Italy does not seem to have been able to supply
its great cities with adequate supplies of wine, any more than they could with

8 Hunt (1994).
? Lucas (1930); van Werveke (1959) reprinted (1968), pp. 326—38; Giovanni Villani, Cronica, ed. Porta,
Bk x, ch. 8o.
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grain. Liguria was the sole exception, and produced more than enough wine
for Genoese consumption. The Genoese, besides exporting their own wine,
also supplied wine in bulk from overseas for the cities of Tuscany, whilst the
Venetians brought in wine for Lombardy.!”

Salt was a necessity for everyone. Furthermore it was used as the prime
means of preserving food and no long-distance transport of fish could be
managed without salt or oil. Unlike the market for food and drink, that for salt
was universal, since country-dwellers had to buy it as much as townsmen. The
trade in salt, though large, was not as considerable as that in grain and wine.

Many of the coastlands of Europe, from Norfolk to Cyprus, had salt
marshes, which, when properly managed, could be turned into salt pans. In the
north, slow natural evaporation was accelerated by the use of fuel, peat, for
example, on Walcheren, but in the south the sun provided enough heat by
itself. Although salt pans were to be found in many places, only a few were so
productive that they could supply more than an immediate local market. The
most important of these were those around the Bay of Bourgneuf just south
of the Loire; those controlled by Catalans on Ibiza in the Baleatics and in
Sardinia; those along the coasts of Languedoc and Provence; and those con-
trolled by Venice, particulatly in and around their own lagoon. The Venetians
also sought to buy up all the other salt produced along the Adriatic coasts, and
their barges carried it up the Po and its tributaries, for sale to Milan, Verona,
Bologna and all the cities between the Appenines and the Alps.!! Their
attempts to create a salt monopoly in Lombardy were partially frustrated by
the Genoese, who, although they had no significant pans of their own, bought
large quantities of salt from Provence, Languedoc and Sardinia and above all
from Ibiza, the ‘island of salt’. The Genoese were then able to act as suppliers
of salt to others, just as with grain, and tried to create a monopoly on the
Tyrthenian side of Italy like that of the Venetians in the Adtiatic. Tuscany
bought its salt from Genoese, as did the Papal States, and the kingdom of
Naples, Furthermore, they challenged the Venetian monopoly in Lombardy
itself. Salt was the product most often found in the passes behind Genoa, and
many thousands of mule loads were carried over the mountains to Piedmont.

Sea salt was not the only salt of medieval Europe. Brine wells and salt mines
existed in many places, though most, like so many of the coastal salt pans, had
only a local or regional importance. The salt from the brine wells of Cheshire,
for example, essentially supplied the needs of midland and northern England
and did not enter into long-distance commerce. Some mineral salt, however,
supplied a wider market. Liineburg in north Germany and Hallein, which pro-
duced the Sa/z of Salzburg, probably possessed the two largest inland sources

10" Craeybeckx (1958); James (1971); Lloyd (1982), pp. 83—93. ' Hocquet (1978—9).
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of salt, and were followed in scale by brine wells and salt mines at Salins in
Franche Comté and Halle on the Saale in eastern Germany.!? While salt from
coastal pans generally began its journey by water, and often ended it by road,
that from brine wells and salt mines generally began its journey by road, some-
times ending it by water. Salt thus provides an excellent example of the inter-
dependence of road and water transport. Water transport, when available, was
generally preferred, since salt was a commodity for which speed was not essen-
tial, yet it was so much a necessity that the generally higher costs of road trans-
port could normally be absorbed by eventual purchasers, along with
considerable taxation and the profits of middlemen.!?

Although the amount of olive oil catried about Europe and the Mediterranean
was less bulky than that of grain, or of wine and beer, or possibly of salt, the
quantities involved were still considerable. Olive oil was a commodity with a
multitude of uses. The best oil was used for cooking and eating, and as an alter-
native preservative for food. The barrels of tuna in oil exported from Tunis and
Seville were the southern European equivalent of the barrels of salted Scania
herring in northern Europe. It was also important as one of the key ingredients
in making hard white soap,'* and old oil was used for other industrial purposes,
as the preferred alternative to rancid butter or pig fat, in tawing leather, or in oiling
washed wool in the manufacture of cloth. The greatest production of oil was in
southern Italy and southern Spain. In Lombatdy, where much was used, none was
produced, whilst in Tuscany some was produced, but not enough. The plentiful
oil of southern Italy was therefore hugely exported to northern Italy, from
Naples and the ports of Apulia. Spanish oil was carried north to Flanders and
England. The Genoese began this trade by picking up Andalusian oil on their way
north, but by the 1320s Spaniards were sailing north with their own oil, and by
the 1360s Englishmen were coming south to look for olive oil, which soon ranked
second only to iron in volume among the commodities carried to Bristol from
Spain. Apulian and Andalusian oil was also shipped by Genoese and Catalan met-
chants to the Levant, Alexandria, Syria and to Asia Minor.

The heaviest of all commodities to be carried were building matetials. Stone
and bricks were only worth carrying, even by water, for limited distances, except
for the most luxurious, like matble from the Carrara quarries. Timber, however,
was carried a very long way by sea and river. An early fourteenth-century list of
commodities coming to Bruges therefore included not only great wooden
beams from Li¢ge, floated down the Meuse, and wood for building from
Germany, floated down the Rhine, but also wood for building brought by sea
from Norway. Timber was needed for building ships as well as houses. The
reliance of western shipbuilders on timber from the Baltic lands, particularly

12 Mollat (1968). 5 Hocquet (1985). 4 See below p. 174.
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masts and spars, can be traced back to the later Middle Ages. As well as building
houses and ships, wood was also needed for the innumerable barrels used for
transporting grain and salt, furs and fish, besides wine and beer.

The principal use of wood was as fuel, for domestic heating and cooking, in
commercial bakeries, and for industries such as making bricks and tiles, smelt-
ing minerals, firing pottery, brewing ale and evaporating brine. The armourers
of Milan and Brescia, for example, had an insatiable appetite for charcoal, but
the amount of fuel that they consumed paled into insignificance beside the
glass makers of Murano. The glass industry was responsible not only for the
deforestation in the hinterland, which worried Venetians, because it affected
the supply of suitable timber for shipbuilding at the Arsenal, but also for rapid
and destructive deforestation in Dalmatia. They drew charcoal from greater
and greater distances, eventually even from Crete. Mineral coal was available in
north-western Europe. Most English coalfields were being worked in a small
way from the thirteenth century onwards. Because of transport costs, pit coal
was only worth using in the immediate vicinity, except for the coal from the
Northumberland coalfield, which lay sufficiently near the coast to be sent by
sea as far as London and Bruges. The production of the Northumberland
coalfield was surpassed by that around Li¢ge. Outside north-western Europe
even travelled people were so unaware of the existence of pit coal that when
Marco Polo encountered it in Asia, he reported it as a novelty unknown in
Europe! In addition to timber, charcoal and, in a limited number of places,
mineral coal, later medieval Europe also used peat as a source of heat, both for
domestic and industrial purposes. However, like mineral coal, it was expensive
to transport and only used in large quantities close to whete it was dug out.

Iron was needed everywhere for making such things as agricultural tools like
ploughshares. These things were generally made locally where they were
needed, and the trade in iton was mostly one in bat iron for smiths, rather than
in goods that had been made up. Iron deposits were scattered irregularly over
Europe and mostly served a limited area. Beyond a certain point the high costs
of land transport pushed up the cost of iron to a prohibitive price. It was there-
fore common only to use iron to put metal edges on essentially wooden tools
like spades. The lower costs of transport meant that some iron, like that from
Elba or the Basque provinces of north-western Spain, whete the smelting
works lay in or near the ports, could be transported for greater distances.
However, most large-scale manufactures of iron objects wete situated not very
far from the sources of ore. The ore of Lombardy for example was used for
the extensive manufacture of armour in Milan and Brescia, or that of
Thuringia for making locks in Nuremberg.'®

15 Sprandel (1968).
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The most complex bulk trade was that in textiles and in the raw materials
that were used in their manufacture, wool, alum and cotton. Much of the cloth-
ing for the majority of the population was made of the cheaper sorts of wool-
lens, but many clothes were not made from new cloth, but from old clothes,
which were often made and remade many times. In large cities there were fre-
quently guilds of rigattieri, clothes cobblers, remakers of clothes. Woollen cloth
of vatious qualities was made in many parts of Europe, but even at the cheaper
end of the market there were some areas that produced large quantities of
cheap cloths. Many Parisians could be clothed with cheap cloth made on the
spot, and so could the inhabitants of the southern Netherlands. It was not only
the most expensive qualities of woollen cloth that entered into international
trade, for much of the lower qualities also had a wide distribution, particularly
the cloth made in Artois, Flanders, Hainault and Brabant. In the eatly four-
teenth century the production of woollens in Ghent and Ypres reached its
highest point. In several years between 1310 and 1320 over go,000 rolls of cloth
were officially registered annually at Ypres.'® It is known that Ghent had a
higher production, and it is probable that at this stage cheap cloths exceeded
luxury woollens not only in volume, but even in value. The production of cloth
in Ghent, and particulatly in Ypres, declined quite suddenly around 1320. What
was mainly lost was the export of cheap woollens to Italy.!” Some cheaper
woollens continued to be exported, alongside much more expensive fabrics, by
sea into the Baltic as far as Novgorod, both by sea by Hanseatic merchants and
by land into Germany by the men of Cologne. Much was sold at the Frankfurt
fairs.

The other great woollen-cloth-producing area was northern Italy, although
around 1300 the cities here were not yet self-sufficient in cheap cloth and still
imported considerable quantities from the north. Woollen cloth nevertheless
already dominated the economies of Tuscan cities like Prato, Pistoia and Siena,
and even Arezzo and Volterra, but the key manufacturing city was Florence.
Giovanni Villani described its main streets as having the form of a cross, and
delighted to emphasise that at the centre point of the cross was the Arte della
Lana, the guild headquarters of the woollen cloth manufacturers. This most
propetly symbolised the way that the manufacture of woollen cloth lay at the
heart of all the city’s concerns. According to him no less than 30,000 people
depended on the cloth industry, and that at a time, the late 13 30s, when the total
population of the city was in the range of 100,000—120,000, which placed
Florence in the topmost league of European cities. If Villani is to be believed,
a quarter to a third of the population lived by this single activity, and some

16 Van Werveke (1947) correcting Laurent (1935).

17 Chortley (1987), pp. 349—79, Munro (1991), pp. 110—48.
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80,000 rolls of woollen cloth were produced each year. He was possibly right
in believing that eatlier in the century Florence had actually produced more
cloth, but of considerably less value, since it had all then been cheaper, coarser,
cloth.!"® Whilst cheaper cloth production was shrinking slightly in Florence and
considerably in Flanders, it seems to have been growing in Lombard cities like
Como, Milan, Cremona, Parma, Verona, Padua and Vicenza, where, although
important, woollen cloth manufacture was only one activity amongst many. It
was also growing in Languedoc and Catalonia.

This vast production of cheap cloths used enormous quantities of cheap
wool and alum, so generating bulk trades in wool and alum. Sheep from all the
lands bordering on the western Mediterranean, particularly those on its south-
ern shore, contributed their wools to the cheap Tuscan woollen industry,"
whilst cheap, coarse wools from Flanders itself, France, Germany, Ireland,
Scotland and northern England were used for the low-price cloths of Flanders
and northern France.”” Alum was needed as a mordant and removed grease
and oil from wool and cloth. That used in fourteenth-century Europe came
almost exclusively from Asia Minor, and a Genoese consortium, the wahona of
Chios, developed a near monopoly in its import. Genoese bulk carriers took it
in large quantities to Porto Pisano and Bruges for the cloth manufacturers of
Tuscany and of Flanders and Brabant.

Like woollen cloth, linen was made in many places and in many qualities,
depending on the skill of the workforce and the quality of the flax used. At the
bottom end of the range there were very cheap and coarse fabrics, grosses toiles,
and even some of these entered into international trade. Not all fabrics were
for wear or domestic use. Hemp was made up into tough canvas, often used,
for example, for wrapping rolls of supetior fabrics. Up to the eatly fourteenth
century the rough hempen fabrics made in the Rhone-Sadéne valley were
carried to Italy across the Mont Cenis pass. Later, they were taken down the
Rhéne and shipped to Italy from Aigues-Mortes. Hemp was used too, mixed
with cotton for sailcloth, as an alternative to linen.

There was also increasing use of relatively cheap cotton fabrics, the manu-
facture of which in the eatlier part of the century was focused on Lombardy.
This rapidly growing Lombard cotton industry depended on increasing quan-
tities of cotton imported through Venice and Genoa from Asia Minor, and
particularly from Syria where the best cotton was grown. Cotton cultivation
was also taken up in Sicily and Calabria, but unlike silk, cotton could not be
grown in northern Italy itself, and had to be imported. It was a very bulky
commodity, best carried by sea. The cotton fabrics of Lombardy were

18 Giovanni Villani, Croica, ed. Porta, Bk x, ch. 257 and Bk x11, ch. 94.
Y Melis (1990), pp. 233-50. 2 Munro (1991), p. T11.
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exported throughout Europe and the Mediterranean, including some,
bizarrely, sent back to Syria itself. The centres for the manufacture of cotton
in the Po Basin were in many cases identical with those for the making of linens
and of cheaper woollens, from Piedmont down through Lombardy proper to
Emilia, the Romagna and the Veneto.?!

Demands generated by the high levels of populations, particularly urban
populations, in the first half of the century determined the size of bulk trades,
but high populations also formed the essential background to the large and
growing scale of trade in luxury goods, since they not only enabled employers
to pay low wages, but also permitted landlords, both rural and urban, to take
high rents. This produced extremely polarised societies, in which an exception-
ally high proportion of wealth passed through the hands of the most prospet-
ous. The increase in the demand for luxury goods had thus been backed up by
newly liberated quantities of ready cash, arising from a revolution in rents. By
1300 landlords essentially collected their rents in money, in place of an earlier
mixture of goods, services and coin, amongst which coin had held the least
important part.

Their high, and largely money, rent rolls enabled landlords to live where they
chose, and they frequently chose, and were sometimes compelled, to live, for
at least part of the year, in capital cities. The growth of these had been another
phenomenon of the thirteenth century. The possibilities of large-scale taxa-
tion in money had also underpinned the processes of state formation, which
had begun in earnest in the thirteenth century, but continued to be elaborated
in the fourteenth. The demand for high-value luxuries therefore tended to be
concentrated in capital cities and the long-distance trade in such products con-
sequently also tended to be focused on them. Although most ‘capital cities’,
like Paris, Ghent, London, Venice or Milan had had their greatest period of
growth in the thirteenth century, some, like Avignon, only became capitals, or
like Prague and Buda had their maximum period of growth in the fourteenth.
Many of the great cities combined the role of government with other roles, as
Ghent with manufacture, or Genoa and London with trade, or Milan, Venice
and Florence with both manufacture and trade. Long-distance trade in high-
value products, as in the late thirteenth century, therefore continued to be
focused on those places where rents and taxes, and the profits of manufacture
and trade, were primarily spent.

What did luxury consumption consist of? To be housed, furnished, served
and dressed better and even to drink and eat better. In many cases better just
meant more. Particulatly in diet greater wealth often meant a great deal more
meat and fish and less bread and fewer vegetables. But it was not the larger

2! Mazzaoui (1981).
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quantities of beef, pork and mutton, or even game, that made for long-distance
trade; it was the ancillary foodstufls, the spices and flavourings that came huge
distances, for even if any individual noble household only consumed small
quantities of peppet, cloves, cinnamon and nutmeg,** they added together to
bring very considerable quantities of these commodities to western Europe
from India and Indonesia. And the medieval definition of spices, small goods,
included some considerable products like cane sugar, imported for use by the
wealthy instead of honey, butit also included drugs, like Chinese rhubarb, used
by apothecaties, and dyestufls used for cloth.

Some of the trade in luxury goods ran in parallel with bulk trade. The supet-
ior wines drunk by the kings in England, and by the popes at Avignon, came
from the best vineyards in Gascony and Burgundy respectively, but these were
areas which also produced cheaper wines in bulk. The largest group of luxury
products to be carried for long distances were luxury textiles of vatious sorts,
but clothes for the rich involved not only textiles, but also furs. The furs used
so extensively in western Europe for trimming garments, and, more luxuri-
ously, for lining them, very largely came from the forests of Russia. The trap-
pets who hunted down the beasts in the wild largely passed their skins on to
their lords, who, in turn, sold them to local merchants who cartied them to
places where they could be bought by west Europeans. Many of the cheaper
furs, particularly squirrel, came out through Novgorod and the Baltic, whilst
many of the dearer furs, like ermine and sable, came out through Tana and the
Black Sea, where they were bought by Venetians and Genoese merchants. In
both areas another forest product, wax, was acquired in large quantities by
western merchants, to provide the superior beeswax candles of the rich, with
their wicks of cotton. We have scattered statistics for the scale of the north-
ern fur trade. In the winter of 1336—7 there wete 160 fur-buying merchants at
the Peterhof, the Hanseatic ‘factory’ or &ontorin Novgorod, principally men of
Libeck. The unprepared skins were packed in large barrels for the journey.
One ship sailing to Litbeck in 1368 carried seventeen such barrels, containing
between 75,000 and 100,000 furs in all.? Ttalian purchasers of furs, like their
Hanseatic counterparts, preferred to buy skins unprepatred so that a greater
value could be added to the purchase price of the raw material by their own
furriers.

Although the forests of northern and eastern Europe were the prime
sources of furs, they were not the only ones. Marten skins from Ireland, for
example, were imported into west Buropean commerce through Liverpool,
whilst cheap rabbit fur was widely available. The skin of new-born black lambs

22 For the smallness of the quantities consumed in England see Dyer (1989), pp. 49-85.
% Dollinger (1970), pp. 210—19; Veale (1966) for the next paragraph.
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was also treated as fur, and known to English buyers as ‘budge’. It reputedly
owed its name to Bougie in North Africa, one of the places from which it was
exported to Italy. The best was that acquired on the Black Sea, later known as
‘Astrakhan’. The late medieval European fur trades, whether of bulk furs,
carried by Hanseatics, or of both bulk and luxury furs, carried by Italians, con-
verged on Bruges. Furs were then distributed from there. They were shipped
into England, for example, by merchants from Cologne and the Low Countries
as well as by Englishmen. It is not surprising that the late medieval English
gentry were able to have their clothes trimmed with vatious sorts of Russian
squirrel fur, calaber, miniver, grey or, most expensive of all, vair, with its grey
back and white belly, whilst its aristocracy went up-market for marten, sable
and budge.

The luxury fabric par excellence was silk, of which the finest still came from
China itself, and some was being brought back to Europe from China by Italian
merchants. Before 1340, Francesco Pegolotti, possibly when running the Bardi
branch at Famagusta, with its sub-branch in Armenia, put into his notebook
what he could gather about the possibilities of trading with China. The whole
point of engaging in the incredibly expensive exercise of crossing Asia by land
was to bring back the finest silks, the mark up on which would far more than
cover the enormous costs.?* The letters back to Italy from the Franciscan
bishops in China also allude in passing to the presence of Genoese merchants
there, for example in 1326 in southern China at Zaytun,? the city which gave
its name to satin. As well as silk fabrics from China, Italians were also import-
ing silks made in Persia, Asia Minor and Syria. However, an increasing quan-
tity of the silks worn in Europe were produced in north Italy itself. By 1300
Lucca had already been long established as the dominant silk-weaving city of
western Europe. The raw silk used in the Lucchese industry was partly
imported from Sicily and Calabria, but much came from further afield, for
example that brought by the Genoese from Asia Minor. A very little raw silk
was provided locally for the Lucchese from the Lunigiana, which was the first
area to produce silk in Tuscany. The silk fabrics woven in Lucca were carried
to all parts of Europe by Lucchese and other Tuscan metchants, who sold
them along with the fine silk stuffs made in the Levant and the even finer ones
that had come from China. The Lucchese fabrics began as substitutes for
middle-eastern fabrics, themselves originally substitutes for Chinese fabrics.
Cendal, a light fabric, was the commonest type of silk cloth, which was exten-
sively used for garments and their linings, for furnishings and even for banners.

2 Pegolotti, La Pratica della Mercatura, pp. 21—3.
% Letter of Andrew of Perugia, bishop of Zaytun in Dawson (ed.), 7he Mongol Mission (repr. 1980),

Pp- 235—7-
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It was available in many plain colours and was woven in all the silk-weaving
areas of Asia as well as in Italy. Sactant and taffeta were related to cendal. Both
were of eastern origin (taffeta takes its name from the Persian 7afia), but they
were also woven in Burope. Samite was a heavier, stronger, more lustrous plain
silk, mostly used for dress and furnishings, particularly favoured for embroid-
ery. Its Greek name, which refers to its twill weave, suggests that it was origi-
nally a Byzantine fabric, although much imitated in Italy. Satin was glossier still,
and was made in imitation of the fabric imported originally from Zaytun. The
heaviest and most luxurious of the plain silk fabrics were the velvets, with their
short but dense pile, which were possibly developed in Italy. Most of the richer
silks were not of single colours. Patterned versions of samites and velvets were
woven. Other patterned fourteenth-century silks were baudekins and camacas,
the latter also originally of Asiatic origin with bird, animal, vine and other plant
motifs. In ‘damasks’, Damascus-style fabrics, the pattern was distinguished
from the background not by its colour but by its texture.?® The extraordinary
complexity and depth of the patterns involved in many fabrics meant that silk
weaving was much more complicated and expensive than woollen weaving,
Brocades and brocaded velvets could be yet further enriched by the use of
‘silver’ or ‘gold” thread, which was actually silver or silver-gilt wire wound spi-
rally on a silk thread. All this meant that the eventual customers for such fabrics
were limited. They could only be afforded by emperors, kings, popes and their
courtiers, by bishops and princes and by the very richest of the magnati of the
great cities.

Although most, if not all, of these fabrics were oriental in origin, they were
refined upon by the Lucchese and other Italians. In the course of the century
the silk industry declined in Lucca, but many Lucchese craftsmen carried their
skills to Venice, as they had previously to Bologna in the thirteenth century.
Venice, already one of the principal ports for the import of raw silk, then
replaced Lucca as the most important city for producing silk fabrics. During
the century silk industries were also established in Florence and other Tuscan
cities.

Around 1300 there was still a large aristocratic market for heavy woollen
cloth. However, the most luxurious cloths, which, like silks, were only sold to
rulers and their families, and the richest of magnates, were only produced in a
very limited number of places. At the beginning of the century the dominant
area in which luxury cloth was produced was the southern Nethetrlands. When
the production of cheap woollens largely collapsed there, that of luxury cloth
continued.”’ In the 1390s the Lombatd illuminator of the Zacuinum Sanitatis

2 King (1993), pp- 457-64-

2T Munro (1991); van der Wee (1975), pp. 203—21, teprinted (1993), pp. 201—22.
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illustrated ‘woollen clothing’ by a tailor giving a customer a fitting, with the
legend ‘the best is this kind from Flanders’. The crisis that afflicted the Flemish
cloth industry did not affect the already well-established cloth industry in
neighbouring Mechelen (Malines) and in the Brabant towns like Brussels and
Leuven (Louvain). On the contrary, the quantity produced there increased
rapidly in the 1320s. Even cloths from a medium-sized Brabant town like
Tirlemont (Tienen) were for a time bought as far away as Hungary and
Prussia.”® Later in the century the production of luxury woollens for export
began again in England, protected by the heavy duties on the export of English
wool, imposed from the opening of the Hundred Years War onwards. The
cloth manufacturers of Brabant and England drew on the skills developed in
Flanders and encouraged the migration of skilled men.

In the 1330s Giovanni Villani pointed out that a significant part of the cloth
production in Florence was the highest quality of luxury cloth designed for the
aristocratic market. He wrote that the total production, cheap and dear
together, was worth no less than 1,200,000 gold florins, approximately equal to
the combined annual incomes of the kings of England and France. This pro-
duction of luxury cloth was a new development in his own lifetime. In the
13208 enterprising Florentine firms began importing the most expensive
English wools directly to Florence. It was initially used to produce imitations
of the luxury quality Low Countries cloth, which were generically known as
panni alla francesca. The most expensive of them was described as @ moda di
Doagio, just as the most expensive imported cloth had been that of Douai, in
Flanders. It was followed in price by that a modo di Mellino and that a modo di
Borsella or a Borsella, in imitation of the cloths of Malines and Brussels respec-
tively. Indeed skilled workmen from Brabant were lured to Florence to help
make these imitative cloths. Thereafter Florence produced two distinct qual-
ities of woollen cloth. On the one hand there was that manufactured with fine-
quality English wool for the luxury markets of the Mediterranean wotld, like
the aristocracy at the Neapolitan court. It soon ceased to be thought of as an
imitation, but was regarded as a luxury fabric in its own right, and was sold for
even higher prices than the woollens from Flanders and Brabant. It was
increasingly known as panna di San Martino, from the neighbourhood where its
manufacture was concentrated. On the other hand, there was still panna di garbo,
the traditional cheaper mass-market fabric made from poorer Mediterranean
wools.?’

As well as long-distance trade in the luxury silks and woollen cloths them-
selves, there was also long-distance trade in the dyestuffs used in preparing
them for the market. The costs of dyeing varied enormously according to the

% Peeters (1988), pp. 165—70. ¥ Hoshino (1980) and (1983).
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colours used. It could be an extravagant and luxurious operation, and for the
finest woollens represented at least a quarter, and sometimes as much as half,
of the total production costs. The use of different colours or at least different
shades of the same colour in patterned silks meant that they had to be dyed as
thread, not as a finished product. Dyeing was probably the most skilled of all
the cloth-making processes, and as well as skill, required very considerable
capital. This was not only fixed capital in terms of buildings and vats, but above
all working capital, for many, although not all, the dyestuffs were very costly.
Woad, the source of common blue dye was grown in large quantities in Picardy,
around Toulouse and in Lombardy. Madder, the most commonly used red
dyestuff, although a plant of Persian origin, was extensively grown in France
and the Low Countries. Other dyes, however, came from much farther afield.
Brazil wood, from Ceylon and Java was surprisingly widely used to give a rich
reddish-brown colour. The most expensive of all dyestuffs was ‘grain’ or
‘kermes’. At one time it cost up to twenty-nine times as much as madder in
Flanders. It came from two species of shield-lice, parasitic on evergreen oak
trees, which were found in various parts of the Mediterranean from Portugal
and Morocco to Armenia and Crete. The females were collected in May and
June before their eggs were laid, killed and dried in the sun. When dried they
resembled seeds or small worms, hence the names &ermes, or vermiculus (from
the Arabic and Latin respectively for small worm). Crushed and mixed with
water, they produced a vermilion dyestuff. It was used alone for the most bril-
liant and expensive red fabrics, but because of its expense it was often used in
combination with other dyestuffs. All woollen fabrics dyed with ‘grain’, even
partially, were known as scatlets. In this way it was possible to have not only
vermeille scatlet but also various sanguine scatlets, violete scatlet, murrey (mulberry)
scatlet, brown ‘scatlet’, even black and dark perse-blue scatlet, and most sut-
prising of all was green scatlet. “‘White scarlet’ seems generally to have been
scarlet-quality cloth that had not yet been dyed.*” It was only worth using so
expensive a dye on the most expensive fabrics, made from the finest quality
English wool from the Welsh Marches or the Cotswolds. They were often also
the largest fabrics which were sheared several times. All this made them yet
more expensive. In Cracow at the end of the century, scatlets imported from
Brussels and bought by the Polish royal court cost sixteen times as much per
ell as the common cloth brought into the city which had been woven in the sur-
rounding villages.

The finest linen, used not only for clothing, but also for bedding and table-
coverings, was carried vast distances. At the very beginning of the century, the
compiler of the codex Cumanicus, probably a Genoese, put into his

3 Munro (1983), pp. 13—70.
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Latin—Persian—Cumanic dictionary words and phrases that would be useful for
Italian merchants trading into Persia and central Asia, where Cumanic was the
lingna franca. The only European commodity that Italians took in quantity to
Persia and central Asia was linen. The compiler of this trilingual book thought
it worthwhile to distinguish some of the different places from which export
quality linen came. Some of his categories, ‘linen of Lombardy’, ‘linen of
Champagne’ and linen of Germany’ covered whole manufacturing areas,
others like ‘linen of Otléans’ or ‘linens of Fabriano’ related to individual
places. Some of his particular places, like Reims or Bergamo, fall within his
general areas. He pinpointed most, but not all, of the important places in
which export quality linen was manufactured by 1300. He was, of course,
writing from the point of view of an Italian exporting to the east. A different,
north European, point of view is given by the customs accounts for the port
of London for 1390. Of something over 12,000 pieces of linen, each 5o ells
long, imported into London, around 5,500 pieces had come from the
Netherlands, mainly from the county of Flanders, and around 6,000 pieces
from Westphalia. This indicates the two principal areas producing high-quality
linen in northern Europe, a ‘Flemish’ area which stretched from Artois into
Brabant, and the area around Osnabriick. The latter was not the source of the
‘German’ linen sent to Asia, which came from the large flax-growing region of
Swabia, centring on Lake Constance, which stretched for 250 km, from the
Lech on the east, to Basle in the west, and from the Alps northwards to beyond
the upper Danube. Linen from this area was carried through the Alps, and so
became available for Genoese exporters. In these specialising areas, the man-
ufacture of linens fit to export, like that of woollens, was in the hands of mer-
chant entrepreneurs, who oversaw the various processes involved, and saw to
it that the linens produced conformed to fixed standards of size and quality.

As well as producing large quantities of linens, mostly rather expensive,
Lombardy also engaged in the manufacture of cotton fabrics, which like wool-
lens varied enormously in quality. Some were very luxurious, like the fine
cotton fabrics from Milan and Cremona which were noted for their design,
texture and colours, but most were not. There were also many cross-fibre
fabrics, like silk—cotton and linen—wool, of which the most important by far
were fustians, the linen—cotton mix, which combined the durability of linen
with the fineness and softness of cotton, and was, of course, much cheaper
than linen. The manufacture of fustians in ‘Lombardy’ grew particulatly fast
in the fourteenth century at the expense of both pure linens and pure cotton
fabrics.

Closely allied with the production of linens was that of paper. The demand
for writing material was rising rapidly with the growth of record keeping of
every sort. Central governments led, but were followed at every level of local
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government in Church and state, and by landowners in records of estate
management. The keeping of accounts became a regular feature at every level
from that of the recette générale of a kingdom to the humblest hospital. In addi-
tion there was an explosive use of the written word in business. The supply of
parchment could not keep pace with the fast-growing demand, and paper was
increasingly used instead, and generally took over for everyday use. Initially all
the paper used in Christian Europe had been imported from the Muslim wozld.
However Valencia and Sicily continued to make paper when reconquered by
Christians, and in the thirteenth century paper began to be made in northern
and central Italy, particularly in the areas of linen manufacture. In the four-
teenth century the market in paper was dominated by that made from linen
rags in the small town of Fabriano in the Marches, already famous for its high-
quality linens. In due course master paper makers from Fabriano moved to set
up paper mills elsewhere, carrying their skills with them like Lucchese silk
manufacturers, and before the end of the century the manufacture of paper
had crossed the Alps, like that of fustian. The first paper made in Germany
came from a mill on the Pegnitz just outside the walls of Nuremberg which
was converted for this purpose in 1390 by Ulman Stromer, at the time man-
aging director of an old-established import—export house, which had, of
course, been importing paper, with many other commodities, from Italy, and
therefore had a market ready for it in southern Germany.

The weaving of carpets, for covering tables and walls as well as floors, was
yet another replacement for a hitherto imported oriental luxury, as was tapes-
try weaving. At the end of the century a few “Turkish’ and ‘Saracen’ tapestries
were still being imported from the Levant. However, by 1350 tapestry weaving
was well established in Paris, where the court provided a large home market,
and the French royal family were prodigious purchasers. John II bought at least
235 tapestries between 1350 and 1364, and his sons continued the tradition.
Philip the Bold of Burgundy is said to have owned the finest collection of
tapestries existing in Europe in 1400. In the southern Netherlands, Arras was
for long the centre of the industry and gave its name to the product — ‘arras’,
‘arras cloths’, ‘arazzi’ — but by 1400 Tournai was almost as important a pro-
ducer.

Tapestries were naturally sold through Bruges and distributed throughout
Europe. The less expensive sort, called verdure, greenery, had repetitive foliage
patterns, and could safely be sold speculatively, but the most expensive tapes-
tries were made with particular stories, a personnages for particular clients to
hang in particular rooms, and had to be ordered specially. John of Gaunt, duke
of Lancaster, had Arras tapestries woven for hanging in his palatial ‘inn’ on the
Strand between London and Westminster.

On a rather different scale from tapestry weaving was opus anglicanum,
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embroidery in silks and gold thread on various fabrics, but usually on linen.
Most of the surviving examples are ecclesiastical, elaborate copes and cha-
subles embroidered with religious subjects, like the copes at S. Giovanni in
Laterano, Rome, and in the Museo Civico at Bologna, which once belonged
respectively to Popes Boniface VIII (1294-1303) and Benedict XI (1303—4).
Documentary evidence, however, indicates that there was a considerable
secular market as well, although little survives. We know that Henry III of
England purchased it, and English royal accounts for the next two centuries
continue to show the kings of England and members of their families as
customers of the London ‘broderers’. Embroidered robes once existed in
quantity, and were worn, for example, by Edward 111, his queen and his son,
Edward the Black Prince. Of these only an embroidered surcoat of the Black
Prince survives, in Canterbury Cathedral. Matching sets of bed furnishings —
coverlet, tester, cushions and hangings — were also embroidered.

Just as the broderers in the English capital developed something of a
monopoly in supplying the highest quality embroidery to rulers, nobles and
greater prelates throughout Europe, the ivory carvers of Paris did much the
same. There was a large home market to support them, but they also found
matkets throughout Europe. Of over 2,000 examples of medieval European
carved ivory in museums throughout the world the overwhelming majority are
from Paris. Only a handful were carved in other places, at most sixty in
England, and rather more in Italy. Almost all the surviving ivory objects can be
dated between the 1270s and 1400. It is not clear whether this chronology was
mainly determined by changes in fashion, or in trading conditions outside
Europe. Elephant tusks were bought in Acre, Alexandria and Lajazzo by
Italian merchants, who shipped them to Marseille, Aigues-Mortes or Bruges
for transmission to Paris, where several guilds were involved in a veritable ivory
carvers’ quartet, where they formed a close group, living and working in a pat-
ticular area just as the broderers did in London. As with opus anglicanum, most
of the surviving ivories are religious, small devotional carvings, pyxes for the
host, and heads to pastoral staffs. However, documentary evidence again
reveals that secular boxes of ivory, combs, mirrors and cups, chess men, dice
and counters for draughts and backgammon once existed in considerable
numbers, as did knife handles and writing tablets.

White, olive-oil based soap was yet another product originating in the
Muslim world. When the Castilians took over Andalusia, they continued to
make it, and their soap, exported by sea, became the luxury soap par excellence
for the nobility of northern Europe in the fourteenth century. The supetiot-
ity of Castilian soap depended not only on abundant supplies of local oil, but
also on the availability of alkali-rich plants to burn to produce ash suitable for
making hard white soap. Similar soap was made in Syria, which had superior
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‘soda ash’ and in olive-growing southern Italy at Naples and, above all, at
Gaeta. Once Venetians, Genoese and Provencgal merchants started importing
suitable ‘soda ash’ from Egypt and Syria, soap making could be transformed
in northern Italy and Provence as well. South Italian olive oil was their other
key ingredient. Apulian olive oil was shipped across and up the Adriatic to
supply the soap makers of Ragusa, Ancona and above all Venice, whilst on the
west coast soap was made at Savona and Genoa. The Venetians and Genoese
competed directly with the Castilians for the north European market. They
also exported soap to the near cast, to Frankish Greece, Constantinople,
Turkish Asia Minor, Rhodes, Cyprus and in very considerable quantities, back
to Syria and Egypt. All this trade was carried by sea, but with the much higher
costs of land transport, it was problematic how far it was worth carrying such
a heavy product by road. In practice in the late fourteenth century Venetian
luxury white soap was about the cheapest commodity that it was profitable to
take across the Alps.

Pottery, like cloth, was made everywhere, but just as luxury textiles made in
a limited number of places entered into international trade, so did high-class
pottery. The most favoured pottery was tin-glazed earthenware of Muslim,
eventually Persian, origin. In the eatly fourteenth century Majorca was key to
the distribution of the glazed wares of Valencia and Andalusia, hence its name
majolica. This lustrous Hispano-Moresque tin-glazed earthenware was yet
another commodity imitated by north Italians. Derivative majolica was pro-
duced at Faenza in the Romagna for use as tableware, spice jars, apothecary’s
pots, tiles and decorative pieces.

As well as majolica there was also brass and pewter tableware for those who
wanted something better than treen or coarse pottery, but could not rise to
silver plate. Dinant, on the Meuse, was the most important centre for the pro-
duction of such brass tableware, consequently known as ‘dinanderie’, which
was exported throughout Europe. The customs accounts for Hull, not one of
England’s most important ports, show that seven shiploads of brass ‘pots’
were sent there in 1310—-11, one of which consisted of 11,400 items.
Particulatly popular amongst the well-to-do were brass water containers, used
for pouring water for hand-washing after meals, in conjunction with broad
deep dishes. As well as tableware, brass candlesticks were exported extensively
for domestic, as well as church, lighting, whether made to be attached to the
wall, or stand on tables.

Majolica, dinanderie and pewter were not the only prestigious tableware
manufactured in Europe. There was also the luxury glass of Venice. Because
of fire hazards the glass makers’ furnaces had been banished across the lagoon
to the islands of Murano in 1291. The glass-making skills of Venetian artisans
ultimately derived from Syria, and it was from Syria that the special alkaline ash,
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rich in sodium, had to be imported, which was one of the key ingredients of
the superiority of Venetian glass as of its white soap. Ordinary cups and
bottles, clear window glass and mirrors were sent out in enormous quantities,
as well as spectacles and the prestigious and expensive polychrome bowls and
vases, sometimes exotically enamelled, which are so much better known. As
well as exporting Murano glass northwards and westwards, Venetians also
exported it eastwards, to Egypt by the 13105, and to Greece, Constantinople,
Rhodes and the Black Sea coasts by the 1340s.

It is no wonder that this demand for distant luxuries had brought about an
enormous quantitative change in the volume of international trade. Moreover,
as the amount of business focused on a limited number of particular places,
or rather along a limited number of routes between those places, a critical mass
was reached, so that qualitative changes in the nature of commerce had begun
to take place as well as merely quantitative ones. Such qualitative changes in the
ways of doing business have been dignified with the title ‘commercial revolu-
tion’ on the analogy of the title ‘industrial revolution’ for changes in the organ-
isation of manufacture. This vital transformation could only take place when
the concentrated supply of money, and consequently of trade, rose beyond a
certain critical point.

Since much of the long-distance trade in high-value commodities of the
earlier part of the century was in the hands of north Italians, it was they who,
between ¢. 1250 and 1350, had elaborated most of the interlocking trading tech-
niques which have been bundled together as this ‘commercial revolution’.
None of these new methods of doing business was abandoned in the four-
teenth century. Some indeed, like company structure, local banking and insur-
ance, were elaborated further. Catalan merchants also adopted these ‘Italian’
methods of doing business, and so, by the end of the century, did some south
German merchants.

Until a certain critical scale of operations was reached on any particular
route, all that occurred was an increase in the volume of trade within the tradi-
tional framework. However, once the critical volume had been reached, the
scale of enterprises allowed for a division of labour. Some businesses became
large enough and continuous enough to maintain three separate parties: the
sedentary merchants remaining full time in northern Italy, who specialised in
the financing and organisation of import—export trade; the specialist carriers,
whether shipowners by sea, ot vectuarii by land, who took the goods from the
principals to their agents; and the full-time agents themselves, resident over-
seas or beyond the Alps, who devoted their energies to sales or purchases
according to the instructions sent to them.

Such a threefold division of labour had naturally taken place first on the
routes along which demand was most concentrated at an early date, those from
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the ports of northern Italy to the Levant. Only a little later, northern Italian
colonies had begun to be found in Rome, Naples, Palermo and Tunis, and at
the fairs of Champagne and, at the same time, colonies of agents from other
cities had come to settle within cities in northern Italy. Later, but still before
1300, they were to be found in the northern capitals, at Paris and London, and
also at some of the greater ports with wealthy hinterlands like Bruges, Seville,
Barcelona and Montpellier. It was therefore perfectly reasonable to expect
eatly fourteenth-century firms like the Bardi or the Peruzzi of Florence to have
branches in such cities as London or Paris or Tunis with which a great deal of
trade was carried out. By the mid-century there were colonies of merchants
from Genoa, Pisa and Florence not only in Tunis and Bougie, the wax from
which gave the French their word for candle, but in all the major North African
ports on the Barbary coast as far as Safi, in modern Morocco. There were also
colonies of Catalan merchants from Barcelona in at least some North African
ports. Italian trade with even the largest cities east of the Rhine never reached
this critical scale. Even on the routes on which large businesses operated
through factors resident abroad, merchants trading on a smaller scale contin-
ued to travel with their goods. In the 1320s over 150 Catalan merchants still
made an annual trip from Barcelona to Batbary, even though there had been
communities of resident Catalans in some cities of the Maghreb, the North
African littoral, for a century or more.

The host cities made varied provision for these resident aliens. Sometimes
they were given a privileged trading place, to which they were more or less
confined, like the Hanseatic Steelyard on the London waterfront, the fondaco dei
tedeschi for transalpine merchants in Venice, or the funduks for Italian and
Catalan merchants in Tunis. At other times they were less confined, like the
merchants from the Italian states resident in Bruges, who could rent rooms in
inns, or even houses, wherever they liked in the city, provided they had a citizen
as guarantor, often the keeper of the inn where they lodged. However, even if
scattered about, merchants from the same state had some sort of common
organisation, focused on a consular house. The merchants of Venice, Genoa,
Lucca and Florence had such consular houses in Bruges.

A frequent limitation on foreign merchants was that they could only trade
with natives and not with other foreigners, or at least had to offer their goods
first to natives and, when permitted to deal with others, had to use natives as
brokers. In all trading cities, brokers were enormously important for putting
together buyers and sellers. Innkeepers frequently acted as brokers. The focus
of business was the exchange at which specialised brokers of vatious sorts
were to be found, at fixed hours of the day, ready to introduce to each other
buyers and sellers of particular commodities, borrowers and lenders, shippers
and underwriters and to put deals together between them. The first exchange
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building in Europe seems to have been the Lottja, or Lonja, in Barcelona,
completed as eatly as 1392. Before buildings were put up for them, brokers had
congregated in particular squares which were gradually set aside for their use,
like the Piazza dei Banchi in Genoa, the Piazza of the Rialto in Venice, or the
square in Bruges on which the Florentines had their consular house, named
after a wealthy family of innkeeper-brokers, the van der Beurse, or de la
Bourse.

The by-products of this revolutionary commercial division of labour
included the beginnings of international banking and the evolution of the bill
of exchange, the creation of international trading companies which lasted for
several years rather than for a single voyage, regular courier services to carry
commercial correspondence (and bills of exchange), low rates of interest, the
beginnings of local banking, and of insurance, the use of double entry book-
keeping, and the development of commercial education.”

No longer did every prospective purchaser or returning vendor need to
carry with him large and stealable quantities of precious metals, whether in
coin, or in mark bars of silver or ounce bags of gold dust, depending on the
trading area. Instead the static manager could send and receive remittances
from his factors and agents by bills of exchange, which had evolved into their
definitive form by 1300 and had become normal for commercial payments
within the international banking network focused on the great trading cities of
Tuscany. This network extended outwards from northern Italy to the papal
curia at Avignon, Montpellier, Barcelona, Valencia, Seville and sometimes
Lisbon, and northwards to Paris, Bruges and London, and southwards to
Naples and Palermo. Even between these cities, although the majority of trans-
actions could be carried out by bill of exchange, any eventual imbalances had
ultimately to be settled up in gold or silver. When an imbalance between two
banking places became too great, the rate of exchange rose (or fell) to such an
extent that it passed one of the specie points. In other words, it temporarily
became cheaper to transport bullion, in one ditection ot the other, with all its
attendant costs and risks, than to buy a bill of exchange. The net quantity of
silver transported from Bruges to London or Paris to Florence, or of gold
from Seville to Genoa did not diminish as a result of the development of bills
of exchange, but the amount of business that it represented was increased out
of all proportion. The bill of exchange enormously multiplied the supply of
money available for international transactions between these cities.*

Although bills of exchange were developed by merchants for merchants,

31 De Roover (1942), pp. 34—9, republished in Lane and Riemersma (195 3), pp. 80—s; see also de Roover

(1963), pp. 42118, and (1974).
32 De Roover (1953); Spufford (1986), modified in Mueller (1995), pp. 121—9.
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they had very quickly come to be used by non-merchants as well. The papacy
was the most considerable non-commercial user of bills of exchange; its col-
lectors used them to transmit the money they had collected to the apostolic
camera at Avignon.* Bishops travelling to the curia no longer needed to ensure
that their chamberlains were loaded down with an adequate quantity of mark
bars of silver. Noblemen, whether on pilgrimage or representing their princes
on embassies, could also avail themselves of bills of exchange. There were,
however, limits. Certain international political payments, such as wages for
armies, subsidies for expensive allies, royal dowries or ransoms like that of
John II of France, could easily prove too large for the normal commercial
system to handle, and so had to be transmitted largely, or wholly, in silver or
gold. For example, when John XXII needed to pay 60,000 florins to the papal
army in Lombardy in 1328, he had to send it all in coin. That episode provides
an excellent example of the risks involved in carrying coin, for, despite a guard
of 150 cavalry, the convoy was ambushed and over half the money lost on the
way. Nevertheless a very large proportion of normal payments within this
network of cities was made by bill of exchange by the eatly fourteenth century.

Outside this range of banking places, even ordinary international payments
had still to be made primarily in bullion. Where there was a large and continu-
ous imbalance of trade, as there was between the mining centres of Europe
and the commercially advanced areas, a bill-of-exchange system had little
chance of developing. In the fourteenth century, papal collectors in Poland,
Hungary or Austria still had to take bullion to Bruges or Venice before they
could make use of the western European banking system, despite the earnest
but unavailing request of Benedict XII that Florentine firms should open
branches in Cracow. At the very end of the century bills of exchange began to
be occasionally used by south German merchants, but throughout the century
even the most prominent trading cities elsewhere in Germany, such as Liibeck,
basically remained outside this network of exchanges. Similarly bills were of
little use for payments from Italy eastwards, although occasionally from the
Levant to Italy.

The eatly fourteenth century witnessed the heyday of the giant Tuscan
trading companies with numerous employees scattered about branches in
many different cities, but their organisation went back to mid-thirteenth-
century companies like the Bonsignori in Siena, Riccardi in Lucca and Cerchi
in Florence. Florence and Lucca were at their peak early in the century but
Siena, although still important, was already beginning to decline as a trading
city. Although this form of multi-branched international trading company was
typical of the largest enterprises in Tuscany, parallel but slightly different forms

% Renouard (1941) and Favier (1966).
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were growing up elsewhere in northern Italy in Venice, Genoa and Milan.*
The Bardi of Florence, probably the largest medieval company, when renewed
in 1318, had a capital of 875,000 gold florins, considerably greater than the
annual income of any ruler in Europe, even the king of France. At the previ-
ous restructuring in 1310, its capital had been divided into as many as fifty-six
shares.® Such shares were transmissible within the lifetime of a company
without breaking up the partnership. They were held not only by members of
the founding families of a company, and by its principal employees, who wete
encouraged to put their savings into their own company, but also by other rich
men. These were investors not at all concerned with the actual running of the
company.

Many Tuscan companies from the thirteenth century onwards used short-
term borrowing at low fixed interest, beyond the shareholders’ subscribed
capital, to increase their resources. The ready availability of loans for business
purposes at a much lower rate of interest than elsewhere was a key factor in
commercial success. At the beginning of the century annual commercial inter-
est rates in northern Italy were generally well below 10 per cent. Even in
Flanders rates were not lower than 16 per cent, which gave Italians a tremen-
dous competitive edge.*

Some of this cheap money was made available through local banks. Whereas
international banking grew up in parallel with import—export operations, local
deposit banking was grafted on to the work of money-changers, in many cities
around the western Mediterranean and in the southern Netherlands, from
Bruges to Liege.”” They offered their current account customers the safety of
their vaults and the convenience of being able to make book payments to other
account holders. Deposit account holders, often religious houses or orphans,
received interest on their deposits which the banker then invested, along with
a proportion of the money of the current account holders. International
Italian trading companies were also prepared to accept deposits at any of their
branches. In the first half of the fourteenth century great English noblemen
placed appreciable funds with the London branches of Florentine companies.
The earl of Lincoln had money with the Frescobaldi, the eatl of Hereford with
the Pulci, and the younger Despenser with the Bardi and Peruzzi.?

Another key to commercial success was the acquisition of economic
information faster than one’s rivals. Agents and factors therefore reported
often to their principals, and received a constant stream of instructions; their
firms paid for frequent couriers to carry commercial correspondence, and bills
of exchange, between business centres. Furthermore the risks involved in

3 Renouard (1968), pp. 107—247.  >° Sapori (1926). 3¢ P.Spufford (1995), pp- 303—37.
7 De Roover (1954), pp- 38—76, teprinted in (1974).  *® Fryde (1951), pp. 344—62.
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sending unaccompanied goods were spread by the development of embryonic
forms of maritime insurance, in which the Venetians took the lead.

The sedentary merchant at home was no longer a simple individual capital-
ist. As head of a company he was also a manager responsible to his share-
holders and depositors, and in complex business relationships with factors,
agents, carriers, innkeepers, insuters, sub-contractors, suppliers and customers
scattered over much of western Europe and the Mediterranean. Those who
ran such firms had consequently to keep an enormous number of account
books, which began to use new systems of double entry book-keeping.® Such
businesses assumed the literacy and numeracy of all those with whom they had
to deal, and depended on an extensive educational infrastructure which could
ensure not merely reading and writing skills, but also commercial arithmetic.

Secular, vernacular, education was already well established in Italy and the
southern Netherlands. In the new flood of surviving documentation after
1300, there appears also a flood of school teachers, in Liguria, Lombardy, the
Veneto and Tuscany. In the commercial and industrial city of Lucca, the
commune paid in 1345 for an abbachista, a teacher of commercial arithmetic,
who also taught book-keeping and served as an accountant to the commune,
with a rent-free house. The rationale for the commune’s expenditure was that
the citizens of Lucca were ‘much engaged in business, which can hardly be
carried on if one is ignorant in arithmetic and abacus’. The commune’s provi-
sion of part of the appropriate educational infrastructure no doubt helped to
keep Lucchese businessmen prominent in international trade.*’

It is no wonder that, in this world of commercial paper, Tuscan, particulatly
Florentine, businessmen seem to have had an addiction to making memo-
randa. Very many /Zbri di ricordange survive. Most are primarily concerned with
personal and family affairs; some combine personal and business affairs, yet
others, like that kept by Francesco Pegolotti, an employee of the Bardi
company, are just filled with useful notes for business purposes.*!

As well as a transformation in the methods of trading, there was also a consid-
erable change both in the routes of trade and the means of transport. The key
land trade routes of thirteenth-century Eutrope may be represented as a tri-
angle. On the west lay the combination of road and river routes running from
Flanders to Tuscany, passing through Champagne, where they connected with
Paris, which was then the greatest single consumption centre in Europe, and
across Alpine passes, the Great Saint-Bernard, the Simplon and the Mont
Cenis, to become the via Francigena in Italy. On the east lay the routes from

% De Roovert (1956), pp. 114-74. M. Spufford (1995), pp. 229-83.
4 Spufford (1991), pp. 103—20.
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Tuscany to the mining areas of central Europe, which left Italy by the Tarvis
pass and went on through Vienna. Flanders was similarly linked to the mining
areas by the road running ‘from England to Hungary, from the sea coast across
the plains of Flanders, and then from Tongres through [Maas|Tricht into
Cologne’.** The replacement of the triangle of key thirteenth-century land
routes by a web of fifteenth-century routes radiating outwards from south
Germany was not a direct succession. Although so many goods were carried
overland in both the mid-thirteenth century and the late fifteenth century, in
the fourteenth century much trade was carried by sea.*’

From the corners of the thirteenth-century triangle of great land routes,
further routes extended outwards; many were sea routes. Trade by road and
river and trade by sea were in most cases complementaty. The sea routes of the
Mediterranean, the North Sea and the Baltic joined the overland routes across
Europe. From Bruges, there were not only the short Channel crossings to
England, but also the Hanseatic routes through the North Sea and the Baltic.
From Genoa, Pisa and Venice, there were sea routes to the Maghreb and the
Levant. From the mines of Meissen, Bohemia and Slovakia a route led east-
wards, north of the chain of mountains, to Cracow, Kiev and beyond.

Improvements in navigation and the corresponding extension of maritime
activity, patticularly by Italians, meant that the triangular land routes were pat-
tially citcumvented by much longer, but still cheapet, sea routes. It became
easier to reach Cracow from Italy by travelling to the Black Sea in a Genoese
carrack and thence up the Dniester through Lwow, rather than going the whole
distance overland. It became easier to reach Cracow from Flanders by travel-
ling to Danzig or Torun in a Hanseatic cog and thence up the Vistula, rather
than going along the ‘road from England to Hungary’. Above all, it became
easier to go directly by carrack or galley from Genoa or Venice to Bruges itself,
rather than travelling ovetland across the Alps and the Jura, Burgundy and
Champagne.

The Atlantic route between north-west Europe and Italy could thus be
regarded as an alternative, and a rival, to the land and river routes across
Europe. Travel by sea from the north to the Mediterranean had had an inter-
mittent history since Viking times. However, it was only late in the thirteenth
century that the sea route came to be much used for commercial purposes. The
successes of the Christian ‘reconquest’ of the Iberian peninsula provided suit-
able stopping places to make the journey commercially viable. A Genoese
community was known in Seville from the year of its capture in 1248. Seville

42 So called by Hendrik van Veldeke, one of the earliest writers of love songs in the German vernac-
ular.

4 See the chapters in the thirteenth- and fifteenth-century volumes for more detail of these land
routes.
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became not only a gateway for Italian, particularly Genoese, exploitation of the
commercial opportunities provided by its Andalusian hintetland, but also an
excellent staging point for journeying onwards into the Atlantic. It was, of
course, not the only such staging point. In the fourteenth century the Genoese
community in Seville was rivalled in size by that in Cadiz, which had itself been
reconquered in 1265. Cadiz possessed a better harbour, but not such a rich
hinterland. The Genoese community in Seville was possibly also rivalled by
that at Malaga, which had an even better harbour, but lay in the unrecon-
quered kingdom of Granada. There was yet another, smaller, Genoese com-
munity in Lisbon. Genoese ships were next to be found rounding Spain and
trading as far as La Rochelle. The earliest Genoese galleys known to have gone
all the way to Flanders did so in 1277, and may have been preceded by Catalan
ships. Such trading voyages were initially sporadic, but became more common
as time went on, but it was only in the fourteenth century that regular voyages
began.

Political circumstances also brought about a severe disruption of the land
route across Champagne to Flanders. Wars between Philip IV and Flanders
and in northern Italy itself caused trade to move away from the traditional
route across eastern France. This was reflected in falling returns from the tolls
at the passes in the Jura and the western Alps. As well as a shift by overland
carriers to a Rhineland route, some merchants took advantage of the oppor-
tunity of sending goods by the new sea route.

As long as this was only a galley route, it was an expensive alternative to cat-
riage by road and river, for galleys with their huge complement of men were
very costly to operate. The earliest Venetian ‘great galleys’, enlarged mercan-
tile versions of the traditional Mediterranean many oared men-of-war, which
were introduced around 1290, required nearly zoo crew, predominantly rowers,
for only fifty tons of cargo. In 1314 the Venetian government ordered special
galleys to be built for the voyage to Flanders. They were of a slightly larger size
than those used exclusively in the Mediterranean, ‘alla misure di Romania’. In
1318 those which were to face the Atlantic, ‘alla misura di Fiandra’ were 40
metres long, 5 metres wide amidships and 2% metres high. In the course of the
next quarter century the Venetians built their ‘great galleys’ larger and larger
until they were threefold their original size. In 1344 they could carry around
300 milliaria (150 tons) of cargo. By 1400 they were being built slightly larger
still, had a second mast and had become rather more sailing than rowing
vessels, although they continued to carry a large complement of rowers.
Regulations of 1412 stipulated that there should be 170 propetrly paid oarsmen,
all free Venetians, not convicts or slaves, among a total crew of around 250.
Such manning levels meant that, although they were appreciably less costly to
operate than in the 1290s, they were still prodigiously deat to run, and still had
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much less capacity than the round ships, which were themselves being built
bigger. Although the Venetians kept them on, the Genoese soon abandoned
the commercial use of galleys because they were so expensive. For most of the
century the only Genoese galleys were state-owned war galleys kept for mili-
tary purposes.

After 1300 the Venetian state increasingly intervened in the operation of
merchant galleys. Alongside privately owned galleys, which were increasingly
regulated and had to be licensed, there also began to be state-owned and -opet-
ated galleys. In 1329 the senate opted for state-owned galleys, that were chat-
tered to private operators. Charter contracts were auctioned every year and
it is possible to see the development of a number of regular Venetian galley
services.*

The first known ‘Flanders’ galleys were sent out from Venice in 1315,
although it is possible that some of the private galleys that went to the ‘west’,
ie. west of the Adriatic, may have gone further than North Africa, the
Balearics and the Iberian peninsula, and reached the North Sea. Licensed fleets
of galleys were sent to Flanders nearly every year from 1317 to 1336, but
became very irregular in the middle years of the century, when there was, for
a generation, a revival of road and river routes from northern Italy across
south Germany to the Rhineland and the southern Netherlands. The Flanders
galleys became mote or less annual again from 1384. As well as Iberian ports
they also called at English ones, sometimes Southampton, sometimes
Sandwich and, in the 1390s, London itself, before arriving at Bruges, o, occa-
sionally at Antwerp in Brabant.

In the east the galleys to ‘Romania’, i.e. Constantinople and Greece, began
intermittently, after peace was made in 1303 between Venice and the Byzantine
empire and were regular from the 1320s. They went on into the Black Sea after
a treaty was made with Trebizond in 1319. Successful negotiations with the
khan of the Golden Horde meant that Venice could also send its galleys to
Tana. In 1383 the Black Sea galleys went first to Tana and then to Trebizond.

Galleys to ‘Oltramare’, originally the Levantine lands captured by western
crusaders, continued after the fall of Acre, going instead to Lajazzo in
Armenia, by way of Crete and Cyprus. They often only went as far as Cyprus
in the first half of the century, but regularly went on to Beirut in Syria from
1366. Around 1300 the galleys to Alexandria went in convoy with those for
Oltramare as far as the Venetian base at Modon (Methoni, at the south-west
tip of the Peloponnese) and then separated. However trading with Mamluk
Egypt was banned by the pope from 1324 and the Alexandrian galleys did not

# Tane (1963) reprinted (1966), pp. 193—226; Tenenti and Vivanti (1961), pp. 83—6 and map; Lane
(1973), pp- 126=34.
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resume until 1345. By 1400 the Venetian galleys to Alexandria were by far the
most valuable single convoy of European shipping.

However, even in Venice, ‘great galleys” were only a minor, if the most pre-
stigious, part of the merchant fleet. The larger part of this fleet, and almost the
whole of those of Genoa, and Barcelona, was made up of sailing ships which
grew increasingly larger, more efficient and cheaper to run as time went by. The
trading galleys from Venice to Flanders and England may have taken spices and
other very highly priced commodities off the trans-European trade routes, but the
real competition for much land trade was provided by the development of bulk
carriers that could take other merchandise between north and south more cheaply.
The development of bulk carriers in both the Baltic and the Mediterranean was,
of course, related to the grain trade. Carriage of grain by road for any distance
added prohibitively to its price, and yet the cities of the southern Netherlands and
northern Italy had to be fed with grain grown at a great distance.

In the thirteenth century the Italians used a rather ungainly sailing ship
known as the bucius or buss in the Mediterranean, and the Hanseatics much
smaller, but rather more efficient cogs in the Baltic. Both had a greater capac-
ity than even the largest of the great galleys, with crews tiny by compatison.
The largest Hanseatic cogs could carry around 200 tons, the largest bucins
around jsoo tons. From 1300 the smaller Hanseatic cog began to be imitated in
the Mediterranean, where it was known as the cocca. In the coutrse of the
century the carrack was developed in the Mediterranean, which combined
the scale of the bucius with many of the advantages of the cog. Compared
with the old bucins, a carrack of the same size needed half the number of crew,
and a carrack could be built bigger still. The number and size of such ships
developed particularly fast in the last years of the century, particulatly in
Genoa, where carracks of a thousand tons were built. As well as grain, and the
salt of Ibiza, the Genoese used them for carrying alum from Asia Minor and
woad from Lombardy, or Toulouse, which they took to Southampton or
Bruges. Unlike galleys, which needed to put in at very frequent intervals to
revictual for their enormous crews, carracks could sail for huge distances
without coming into port. Genoese alum boats frequently stopped only once,
even on such a long journey as that from Phocaea to Southampton or Bruges.
It is little wonder that freight rates for bulk cargoes dropped in the course of
the century, despite a sharp rise in seamen’s wages. Early in the century
Pegolotti recorded in his notebook that carriage to the north added some 24
per cent to the purchase cost of alum, and 30 per cent to the cost of woad,
whilst, at its end, Francesco Datini, the best-documented businessman of the
Middle Ages,* only paid 8 per cent of the cost of either for catriage.

# See below pp. 196—7.
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Around 1350 the Venetians extended their regulation of galleys to round
ships as well, which they also organised into regulated convoys, those to
Alexandria in 1346 and those to Beirut in 1366. Unlike the galleys, however, the
control of cocche did not progress from official regulation to state-ownership.
The regulated convoys of cocche that they sent annually to Crete and twice yearly
to Syria were known from the principal commodities that they brought back,
wine and cotton, as the ‘muda vendemian’ and the ‘muda gotonorum’.* The
‘Sytian’ ships could also, of course, pick up other goods, like sugar in Cyprus,
on the way back. The carriage of Jerusalem-bound pilgrims to Jaffa, which the
Venetians had eatlier shared with the Pisans and Genoese, also became a
Venetian monopoly at the end of the century. At least two, and sometimes
many more, specially appointed pilgrim ships set out each year from Venice. In
1384, seven galleys and one cocca transported 6oo pilgrims to the Holy Land.*’

Of the three great maritime powers of thirteenth-century Italy, Pisa had
been eliminated by Genoa at the battle off La Meloria in 1284 at which Genoa
had utterly defeated its arch-rival in the western Mediterranean. The harbour
chains of Pisa had been carried off to Genoa as a symbol of victory. In prac-
tical terms, it enabled Genoa to take over Pisa’s role as the principal shipper for
the rapidly growing economies of Tuscany. Pisans remained active as traders,
but not as shippers. Pisan merchants were most active at Constantinople and
in Tunis, and in the first half of the century could still rival the Genoese and
Venetians in Cyprus and Lesser Armenia. They principally used Genoese ship-
ping, although they also sent goods in Venetian and Catalan boats as well. The
Florentines, although so important as a trading nation in the fourteenth
century had no shipping of their own beyond river boats on the Arno. Their
goods were normally carried in Genoese ships.*®

The Genoese repeatedly tried to eliminate the Venetians as they had done
the Pisans, and a sequence of major wars between the two great maritime
powers brought Mediterranean trade to a standstill for years on end. No
Venetian galley fleets were sent out during the third war with Genoa from 1350
to 1355, and in the fourth war, from 1378 to 1381, only to Alexandria. In this
war the Genoese very nearly succeeded in destroying the Venetians as they had
done the Pisans, and it was only at the last minute that the tables wete turned,
and the Venetians snatched victory from their aggressive rivals at Chioggia, at
the entry to the Venetian lagoon itself. Far from sacking Venice, the Genoese
found themselves severely restricted in their own trade instead. Between 1379
and 1401 the customs accounts for seaborne trade from Genoa suggest that it
dropped in value from around 2 million gold florins to below 800,000 florins.*’

4 Doumerc (1991), pp. 357—95. " Ibid, p.385.  *Balard (1991), pp. 1—16.

* Telloni (1984), pp. 153~77; Day (1963).
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The general indications are that Venetian trade correspondingly gained. After
the battle of Chioggia, the Venetian state was in a strong position to insist that
certain of the most valuable commodities, such as spices, be only carried in its
armed ‘great galleys’, a necessary provision to keep the service running. By
then the import of spices into Europe was very largely restricted to Venetian
purchasers in Alexandria.

Although there were numerous other trading ports in the Mediterranean the
only one remotely in the same league as Genoa and Venice was Barcelona, the
principal city of Catalonia. Catalan shipping, including that of Majorca
(Mallorca) and Valencia, was not only enormously important in the western
Mediterranean, but also outside it.>* Professor Melis found that the combined
merchant fleets that he could discover for Barcelona, Valencia and Majorca
were only exceeded in numbers by the combined merchant fleets of Genoa,
Savona and other Ligurian ports, for although Genoa had lost its share of the
spice trade after Chioggia, it still maintained the largest merchant fleet. He dis-
covered records of 921 Ligurian boats and 875 Catalan boats in the period
1383—1411. However, the Catalan boats were markedly smaller, mostly less
than half the size of their Genoese counterparts. The most common size was
only 300 botti (around 200 tons). He found none of the new large thousand-
ton carracks in Catalan service. Catalan shipping was certainly not confined to
the Mediterranean, for he found nearly fifty Catalan boats that had sailed to
the North Sea in this period. He also found rather more northern Spanish
boats that had done so. These were the boats of the Biscay coast that were cat-
riers of Castilian wool, iron and soap, and of Gascon wine to the Low
Countries and to England. These northern Spanish boats were built on the
same sort of scale as those from Catalonia and did nothing to rival the
Genoese bulk carriers.!

The century opened towards the end of a period of enormous investment
in the infrastructure of overland trade, the needs of river and road transport
often being catered for at the same time, since they were used so much in
conjunction, with frequent changes between the two. Rivers were dredged and
canalised; new canals constructed; new bridges were built in enormous
numbers to replace ferries, frequently at the same time as navigation on the
river beneath was improved and new quays constructed. Roads, too, were
widened and improved and new passes through mountains were opened, with
new roads constructed to lead to them. The first half of the century saw the
continuation of these improvements, but at a slower pace.

The county of Flanders and its cities were in the forefront of canal build-
ing, but even more than roads, canals demanded continuous and expensive

3 Carreére (1967) and Abulafia (1994). ' Melis (1984a).
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maintenance, particularly dredging and the upkeep of retaining dikes. The
costs generally greatly exceeded the revenues from tolls, and even cities of
the stature of Bruges and Ghent felt the strain of keeping up their canals. The
canal cut from the Elbe to Lubeck was even larger than any of the Flemish
waterways, and the arrival of the first boats in Litbeck in 1398, after eight years
of work, was greeted with great public rejoicing and festivity.

The overall impression is that between the great commercial revival of the
thirteenth century and the end of the Middle Ages the transport of goods
became both quicker and cheaper and, with flagrant exceptions, even safer.
The ubiquitous trains of pack horses and mules, often still accompanied by the
owners of the goods that they were carrying, gave place at varying dates in
many parts of Europe, including even some of the mountainous areas, to two-
wheeled and then four-wheeled wagons run by professional carriers organised
from a network of inns that provided warehousing and packing facilities.
Underlying this change was a revolutionary improvement in the width and
surface of roads and the building of countless bridges. As the ‘road revolution’
gathered momentum, the provision of good roads, fit for primitive coaches as
well as wagons, became mote and more an object of public policy, particulatly
in places with commercial interests. Expenditure on the improvement and
maintenance of roads could, at least in part, be defrayed by the tolls paid by
users who could, because of the improvements, carry more goods, more
cheaply. As costs dropped, by volume and weight, the range of goods worth
carrying over any specified distance increased. Cheaper textiles, as well as the
dearer luxury fabrics, became worth carrying over long distances. The ability
to carry goods economically over longer distances in its turn encouraged
greater specialisation, as well as increasing the volume of trade in many areas
of Europe.

In northern and central Italy innumerable bridges were built across tivers
and streams, embankments carrying new roads were thrown up in low-lying
lands, main roads were widened and either gravelled or paved. The area in
which wheeled transport could operate was vastly enlarged, even in a region so
broken up by hills, and the speed and ease of transport by pack animals was
also greatly increased. All the city states of northern and central Italy picked
out for special attention a limited number of routes which were important to
them. Even the small commune of Tivoli had a via Maior which it paved, or
rather re-paved, for their via silicata et lapidea had been the Roman via Tiburtina.

At Florence two additional s#zade maestre were added to the ten main roads
for which the state had already taken responsibility by 1300. Along the strade
maestrelarge bridges, mostly in stone, crossed the major tributaries of the Arno,
like the Elsa, Pesa, Sieve and Bisenzio. They were supplemented by numerous
ponticelli over tiny streams, perhaps half of them built of wood. Some seventy

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Trade in fourteenth-century Europe 189

bridges of various sizes were built for the commune between 1280 and 1380.
By 1380 many of the wooden bridges from the beginning of the century had
been replaced by stone ones.>* Pack animals could certainly travel much faster
on the improved roads, but only a minority of the new Florentine roads could
be improved enough to be fit for wheeled vehicles, like the new road from
Florence to Pisa along the south bank of the Arno. When the new stone bridge
across the Elsa was finally finished in 1347, it became possible at last to take
goods by cart all the way to Pisa.

With a different sort of terrain the Pisans were able to create roads fit for
carts. They threw up embankments to carry their main roads in low-lying areas,
which they widened up to fifteen feet (4.6m), to allow two of the new large
carts to pass, and then paved for enormous distances. By 1308 the new paving
of the via Romea, the ‘coastal’ road southward to Rome, had already advanced
twenty-five miles from Pisa and was continuing, having already been widened
for eighty-five miles. It was astonishing to consider paving such an enormous
distance when the paving of the main streets inside cities was relatively novel
and many city streets were as yet unpaved.

Many roads leading to Alpine passes were themselves improved quite
considerably. That on the south side of the Brenner pass for example was
improved in 1314 by a private citizen of Bolzano who paid for improvements
that enabled the old ridge road north of the city to be brought down into the
valley of the Isarco. These improvements were partially competitive. After the
opening of the Saint-Gotthard in the thirteenth century, a great deal of traffic
left the Septimer pass route, which had eatlier been the principal pass through
the central Alps, connecting Milan and the Rhineland. The route on the north
side of the Septimer pass came down into the upper Rhine valley at Chur,
which suffered from the loss of traffic, so its bishop had the very top of the
pass paved in an unsuccessful attempt to lure some of the lost traffic back.

When a group of merchants had an interest in a particular route they were
not merely content to let the local authorities get on with its maintenance, or
not, as the case might be. They took positive measures to see that something
was done. This was relatively easy if the relevant authority was their own
government. Effective pressute for maintenance ot improvement was mote
problematic and demanded patient negotiation when another government was
involved. The merchants of Milan had a strong interest in the upkeep of the
Simplon pass road. They sent syndics at intervals to negotiate with the bishop
of Sion who was ovetlord of the Valais, the upper Rhone valley, from below
Martigny to Simplon. The eatliest negotiations, for which records survive, had
been in 1271—3 and 1291. Further negotiations took place in 1321, 1336 and

52 La Ronciére (1976); compressed and slightly revised (1982).
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1351 at least. What the syndicates could offer the bishop and his steward was
money, both lump sum payments and consent to increased dues of various
sorts.

At its most dramatic and remote the trade of west Europeans with the rest
of the world was at its widest extent in the eatly fourteenth century, when there
were regular groups of Genoese and Venetian merchants, together with some
Catalans, Provengals, Pisans and Florentines, not only in the cities of the
Maghreb from Motocco to Tunis, in the ports of Egypt, Syria and Armenia,
in the Byzantine empite and the lands of its Turkish opponents, and in ports
all round the Black Sea from the mouth of the Danube to Caffa in the Crimea,
from Tana on the sea of Azov to Trebizond, and even inland in Tabriz in the
dominions of the Mongol Ilkhans of Persia. Although west Europeans had
never managed to penetrate beyond the ports of the Maghreb, sporadic adven-
turers-cum-metrchants did take the roads across Asia to China in search of
silks, and to Samarkand and India in search of precious stones, and even very
occasionally to the spice islands of the Indonesian archipelago. Some
Europeans went to the Persian Gulf to the peatl fisheries there and on by sea
to those of Sti Lanka and to the peppet-growing coast of south India. These
most distant contacts were a consequence of the Mongol unification of much
of Asia in the mid-thirteenth century. So long as Mongol rule remained essen-
tially undisturbed and tolerant, it was possible for western merchants to enter
and cross the Mongol khanates to reach China and India. Although Asian trade
was important to some Europeans, and some Asian commodities were widely
diffused in Europe, it is sobering to realise that Europe was only of minor
importance in the whole pattern of Eurasian trade.”® Europe after all had not
much to offer to the rest of the world, apart from fine linen, and some wool-
lens. In the first half of the fourteenth century the balance was made up by
vast shipments of silver.

THE SECOND HALF OF THE CENTURY

The Mongol ‘peace’, however, came to an end in the 1330s and 1340s. There
was a successful Chinese rising against their Mongol ovetlords, and those
Europeans who were in China were massacted on account of their association
with the Mongols. The other khanates broke up in disorder, and the rulers of
the fragments of the Persian khanate also became Muslim and intolerant of
Christians.>* The Venetian and Genoese enclaves in Tabriz were deserted and

53 Abu-Lughod (1989).
5% The rulers of Genoa vainly attempted to bargain and put pressure on them by forbidding their mer-
chants to go to India across Persial
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fell into ruin. Furthermore the Mamluk rulers of Egypt and Syria conquered
Armenia and closed that doorway to Asia.

Breaking direct trading links did not mean a total break in trade, although it
was diminished. In the second half of the century western merchants still went
on trading to Caffa and Tana, Trebizond and Brusa, Beirut and Alexandria, but
they were no longer able to penetrate beyond these points. What Venetians
were able to obtain in Beirut were essentially Syrian goods, cotton, and soda
ash for the manufacture of glass and soap. It did not substitute for Lajazzo,
since it was not a port for long-distance trade. The loss of the Armenian
gateway and the Italian merchant settlements in Tabriz meant that a very high
proportion of trade in Indian, Indonesian and Chinese goods passed through
Alexandria, where, around 1400, Venetian merchants could only buy spices,
precious stones, peatls and silks from Egyptians, who bought them from Arab
and Gujerati traders, who in turn bought them from vatrious places in the
western Indian Ocean, or acquired them from Chinese shippers who had
bought them yet farther afield. Increasing the number of links in the com-
mercial chain did not necessarily greatly increase prices, but it gave more
opportunities for prices to be increased, and not only by merchants. When the
Mamluk rulers of Egypt succumbed to the temptation to increase taxes, the
western response was to accelerate the existing process of substitution wher-
ever possible. Silks, tapestries and carpets could all be made in Europe, and
animal-bone substitutes for ivory were even produced at the end of the
century. Mulberry trees and sugar cane could be cultivated in Europe or on
European-controlled islands like Cyprus, so that less raw silk and sugar need
be imported from Asia Minor or Egypt. However, Syrian cotton and soda ash
were still needed, and there were no substitutes for the culinary and medicinal
spices of India, China and Indonesia, and no alternative to paying the prices
demanded at Alexandtia. In the second half of the century Europeans were
consequently still sending out large shipments of precious metal, but, from the
13508 onwards, more often of gold than silver.>®

Trade with Asia, as within Europe, also shrank because of the decline in
demand for luxuries from wealthy customers in Europe, among the principal
causes of which were the great increase in war and disordet, with the conse-
quent debasements and expenditure on arms, taxation and forced loans, and
the reduction in population which caused a drop in rents, whilst the conse-
quent rise in wages provoked increases in prices for manufactures.

From the late 13305 onwards prolonged wars broke out in a number of
places. The ambitions of Philip VI of France, the della Scala of Verona and
the Visconti of Milan, all provoked protracted conflict, as did attempts by

5 Spufford (1988), pp. 2836, 353—4.
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popes to fight their way back to Rome, and civil wars in southern Italy and
Castile. War had a number of deleterious effects on trade. Some were direct,
but many indirect. War itself was very harmful in a limited number of areas,
such as Gascony and the surrounding areas of south-western France, where
the deliberately destructive chevauchées of the Anglo-Gascon armies and the
French responses devastated the region’s extensive vineyards. Wine exports
from Bordeaux plummeted in consequence.”® Merchants, and growers else-
where, adapted flexibly. French consumers were offered more Loire wines,
‘Flemish’ consumers wete offered more Rhine wines and more beer in place of
claret, English consumers were offered Andalusian and Portuguese wines
instead.

An immediate by-product of wars waged with indentured companies was
the disorder that resulted from peace and the cessation of payments to those
previously paid under such indentures or condotte. They naturally preyed on
goods in transit. The ravages of unemployed condottiere became one of the pre-
occupations of governments in many parts of Europe, which took vatious
measures to ensute the safety of goods in transit. The provision of guards, for
example, was a concern of a number of German states, but all such escorts
had to be paid for, and increased the costs of land transport appreciably. The
Florentine state went further and founded a number of fortified settlements
on its principal roads, notably on the important route from Bologna along
which the grain came which was so necessary for feeding the city. A great deal
of attention was given to the protection of this route through the wild heart
of the Appenines, for its users were constantly threatened with violence. A
new road was constructed across the Giogo pass, with fortified townships at
Scarperia and Firenzuola. By 1400 this road had become the principal alterna-
tive to the Cisa route as the means of getting from any of the Alpine passes to
Rome. The advantage of the new road was not speed, since the terrain was
much the same as the old Futa pass road, but comparative safety, for the garri-
sons were expected to provide some measutre of protection to metchants on
the road, as did the knights of Altopascio, where the old via Francigena passed
through the depths of the forest of the Cerbaia.

Merchants took their own means of spreading risk. Insurance evolved and
became much more common. Much insurance was maritime insurance,
directed against storm and natural hazards, but there was also an element of
insurance against piracy. As a consequence goods transported in the heavily
armed galleys of Venice attracted much lower insurance premiums. Francesco
Datini insisted that all his companies insure all goods in transit. In addition, his
Pisan company participated in syndicates insuring goods setting out from

5 Boutruche (1947); Craeybeckx (1958); James (1971).
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Porto Pisano, the outport of Pisa. Insurance could also be obtained for goods
being transported by land, where the principal risk was brigandage.

The main indirect effect of war was through taxation. The method of taxa-
tion vatied from place to place, and so did the consequent effects on trade. In
England one of the principal means of funding the Hundred Years War was
to increase customs duties on wool exports, and the increased rates, levied per
sack rather than ad valorem, were maintained for a sufficiently long period that
they priced the cheaper English wools out of the international market. Direct
taxation, when the nobility and upper clergy were not exempted from it,
affected their ability to consume luxuries quite considerably.

The same effect was produced in Italian city-states by ever-repeated forced
loans. Well-to-do Florentines not only complained bittetly of their impover-
ishment from such loans, which could be exacted every month in times of
emergency, but also rejoiced in the first years of the fifteenth century at their
recovery of prosperity after so long a time. It is easy to discount such com-
plaints, but not the rejoicing, In the first half of the fourteenth century forced
loans for less frequent wars were generally repaid in a few years, when peace
returned, and interest was scrupulously paid. In the second half of the century
one war loan was heaped upon another before there was any chance of repay-
ment, and even the payment of interest became erratic. When this happened
the resale value of shates in the communal debt fell to such low levels that the
compulsory contributors felt that they had effectively been taxed. After the
‘War of Chioggia’, interest payments wete suspended and a hundred ducats of
forced loan to the Venetian state could only be resold for eighteen ducats.”’
A similar or even more violent effect on the disposable incomes of the
wealthy was achieved when governments debased the coinage rather than
imposing taxation.’® This happened in France in the 13408 and 1350s. The
effect was dramatically to reduce the purchasing power of all those who lived
on incomes fixed in money of account, such as nearly all rent-receiving land-
owners. In 1360 the nobility insisted on a return to sound money, even if it
meant the imposition of large direct taxes which they too had to pay.® In
Castile after similar debasements in the civil wat of the 1350s and 1360s, the
return to sound money in 1371 lasted only to the next wave of debasements
during the wars of the 1380s. This was ruinous for Castilian landowners, and
for the ordinary revenues of the crown itself, as the principal landowner in the
country. The consequent changes in exchange rates made imports more
expensive, to the disadvantage of landowning consumers of imported luxu-
ries, but they also made exports cheaper. Since Castile was the other great

7 Lane (1973), p- 196.  *® Spufford (1988), pp. 289—318. ¥ Cazelles (1976), pp. 293—311.
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exporter of high-grade wools in medieval Europe, debasement made Castilian
wool cheaper just when customs were making English wool dearer, so by the
end of the century Castilian wool had begun to replace English in significant
quantities in the woollen cloth industries of the southern Netherlands.

Landowners also had to divert expenditure into arms. The armourers of
Milan and Brescia did particulatly well out of periods of disorder. They could
provide everything from mass-produced ready-made armour by the thousand
pieces for armies of foot-soldiers, to the most expensive hand-engraved,
made-to-measure suits for princes and great noblemen. At the end of the
century, when the eatl of Derby, later Henry IV of England, ordered armour
from Milan, four armourers came with it to give him a fitting, before finishing
it and hardening it.

The costs of wars also affected the international financial community.
Import—export houses were often forced to lend to the governments of states
where they had branches. They were generally offered good rates of interest
and the loans were frequently secured on particular sources of revenue. If all
went well the merchant houses concerned made a handsome profit and
became more entrenched in business dealings within the host country.
Unfortunately wars generally lasted longer and were more expensive than
anticipated, so that it became impossible to repay the lenders as arranged.
From time to time even some of the largest Italian business houses collapsed.
In 1326, for example, the Scali of Florence collapsed, after 120 years of exis-
tence, and Villani commented that it was a worse blow to the city than the
defeat at Altopascio at the hands of the Lucchese. These eatlier bankruptcies
were as nothing compared with those of the 1340s that carried away the four
largest firms in Europe, all Florentine, who suffered from both exceedingly
high rates of forced loans levied at home, and over-lending to rulers abroad.
These four major bankruptcies triggered others, for these large companies had
raised much of the money they lent to rulers by borrowing from others on the
strength of their reputations. Over 350 firms failed in Florence by 1346.

The 13408 wave of bankruptcies made for an immense, if temporary,
shrinkage in ordinary commercial credit. No Tuscan firm was left of an ade-
quate size to handle the business of transmitting money to and from Avignon
for the papacy. The pope, for the first time in a century, used a non-Tuscan firm
of bankers, the Lombard firm of Malabayla from Asti. The lesson of ‘not
lending to rulers’ was not easy to learn, for rulers could make it very difficult
not to lend to them, by threats of preventing trading activities. A different
lesson, however, could be learned: ‘not to operate as one single international
company’. Instead, post-crash-multinationals like the Alberti took the form of
groups of companies, so that trouble in one country only affected the trading
company in that country and did not bring down the whole group. The Datini
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group of companies at the end of the century therefore consisted of separate
import—export houses in Avignon, Florence, Genoa, Pisa and Barcelona (with
branches in Valencia and Majorca), two woollen-cloth manufacturing busi-
nesses in Datini’s home town of Prato, a dyeworks in Prato and an inde-
pendent banking business in Florence. Datini began his business career in
Avignon, returned to Prato and ended up running his group of companies
from a holding company in Florence. His commercial activities were primarily
concerned with western Mediterranean trade, and focused on the manufacture
and sale of cloth woven from Spanish wool, but his activities stretched to wool
purchases in the English Cotswolds in one direction and to Tana and Egypt in
the other. His group of companies, as well as banking and insurance, dealt in
virtually every sort of commodity, from armour to cheap paintings. Although
the unitary form of the single giant company had given way to a group struc-
ture he managed to keep an exceptionally firm grip on all the enterprises by
sending out a hail of instructions to each of them, and demanding frequent
reports from them. Several letters a week survive from some of the men who
0 This group structure, evolved in the second
half of the fourteenth century, remained one of the key models for large inter-
national enterprises for centuries, from the Medici to the Warburgs.

The 1340s bankruptcies of these great firms caused the collapse of the
international courier services that they seem to have been large enough to run
for themselves. Seventeen of the surviving Florentine firms banded together
for the running of regular common courier services. Couriers thereafter rode
out weekly from Florence and Pisa to and from Barcelona, and on two routes
to and from Bruges, by way of Paris and by way of Milan and Cologne, and
carried correspondence for all business houses. The Lucchese ran a similar

ran the individual companies.

service to Bruges, and the Genoese ran services to both Bruges and Barcelona,
the latter sometimes going on to Seville. The Catalans ran coutiers from
Barcelona to Bruges and to Pisa and Florence, whilst the Lombard cities also
had a service to Barcelona. Besides these common coutier setvices, private
couriers linked in Venice, Avignon, Rome, Naples and London. The amount
of business post that they carried was prodigious. On some routes it was pos-
sible to send letters by different couriers several times a week. Of the letters
sent between different companies of the Datini group, no fewer than 320,000
survive.®!

Another effect of these bankruptcies was to limit the domination of interna-
tional business by Italians. Italians had partially been enabled to break into the
markets of northern Europe in the thirteenth century by the abundance of
cheap credit available to them which permitted them to extend credit from buyer

0 Melis (1962); Origo (1957). ! Melis (1973).
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to seller by laying out money in advance, for such things as wool that had not yet
been grown. Such advance purchases had overturned the traditional extension
of credit from seller to buyer and had cut out rival merchants with less extensive
access to more highly priced credit. After the bankruptcies of the 1340s, the
shrinkage in Italian credit meant a revival in the tradition of credit from seller to
buyer and gave rival merchants a fresh opportunity to enter international trade.
A much higher proportion of the wool exported from England was dealt with
by native English merchants in the last quarter of the century than the first. The
merchants of the Staple came to be the dominant group in England’s wool
exports, rather than Italians. London and Bristol metrchants were the most
noticeable amongst those Englishmen who traded overseas. The English crown
now pressed them, rather than Italians, to provide it with loans. Native
Englishmen like William de la Pole of Hull led consortia of merchants lending
money to the king.** Some, like de la Pole, added to their fortunes from royal
finance. Others failed as catastrophically as their Italian predecessors. In a similar
way there was a growth in other groups of local traders in international trade in
the Atlantic. Portuguese, northern Castilian merchants, who formed colonies in
Bruges and Southampton, Bretons and Normans, all joined the English in taking
back trade from Italians, as did men from the ports near Bruges like
Middelburg.®® In the interior of Europe the principal gainers were the merchants
of south German cities who by 1400 were building on a long-established tradi-
tion of trading across the Alps to develop multi-branched groups of companies
on Italian models, and, with interest rates beginning to drop there, to accumu-
late capital that could be invested in mining ot in the manufacture of import sub-
stitutes, just as north Italians themselves had earlier done.**

The shrinkage of international credit was only one aspect of an overall
decline in the money supply. There was a general contraction in the availabil-
ity of local banking services, despite the simplification of methods of payment
by the replacement of personal oral requests to transfer funds from one
account to another by written cheques. The number of money-changer
bankers simply began to decline. However the decline had not proceeded very
far by the end of the century. It could be reckoned that one in ten of adult
males still had bank accounts in Bruges in 1400.% Nevertheless some cities, like
Bois-le-Duc and Louvain in Brabant were already taking action to provide
municipal money-changing, although not other banking services, because of
the decline in numbers of money-changers.*

There was also a decline in the quantity of metallic currency itself, which

62 Carus-Wilson and Coleman (1963); Lloyd (1977); Fryde (1988), pp. 53—86, 181—200.

6 Childs (1978); Touchard (1967); Mollat (1952); Nicholas (1992).  Von Stromer (1970).
% TLopez (1973), pp- 335—41, extrapolating from de Roover (1948).

6 Van der Wee (1963), 11, pp. 358—6o.
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exacerbated, if it did not necessarily cause, the decline in credit. The whole of
European trade with Asia had been expanded on the basis that Europeans had
abundant supplies of silver to send to balance out the excess value of the
goods brought in from the Levant and beyond over those sent out.”” When
new and larger deposits of silver were being discovered within Europe at inter-
vals, to replace those that had been worked out, there was no problem.
Howevert, there was no major new discovery of silver for over a century after
that at Kutna Hora (Kittenberg) in 1300. Production was at its greatest in the
first half of the fourteenth century. Enough ore was then mined to produce
perhaps as much as twenty tons of coinable silver a year, of which over six tons
was actually minted. However, production from the mines there gradually sank
throughout the second half of the century, although it did not cease until early
in the next. The other major European source of silver around 1300 had been
the mines in Sardinia at Iglesias (Villa di Chiesa), but production there
dwindled abruptly in the 1340s. Early fourteenth-century merchants’ note-
books, like that of Pegolotti, give glimpses of both Kutna Hora and Iglesias
silver on its way out of Europe. As less and less silver was mined the effect of
the continued expott of silver to the Levant and beyond was to diminish the
supply of silver available for circulation within Europe itself. By the 1390s a
lack of silver coin afflicted Europe,® the first wave of the late medieval ‘bullion
famine’. Even in a country like England, which had a strongly favourable com-
mercial balance because of its wool exports, the quantity of silver coin circu-
lating by 1400 was around a tenth of that available a century earlier. However,
silver coin did not make up the whole currency in either 1300 or in 1400. In
1300 silver ingots, bars weighing a mark, were still being used for large pay-
ments in northern Europe, and particularly for international transactions,
whilst in 1400 there was a considerable currency of gold coins (as there already
had been in patts of southern Europe in 1300). The discovery, mining and
minting of gold at Kremnica in Slovakia in the 1320s made gold currency avail-
able on a scale very different from the quantities previously available in south-
ern Burope from West African sources. Large payments for war purposes to
north-western Europe from the late 13 30s spearheaded the use of gold as cut-
rency outside the Mediterranean littoral. The use of gold coins to a certain
extent mitigated the increasing dearth of silver, and it replaced silver in pay-
ments to the east, so that gold mining came to bear the burden of the imbal-
ance of payments with the Levant. Gold not only replaced the use of bars of
silver, and barrels of silver coins, for international payments, but was increas-
ingly used for much smaller payments also. In some parts of Europe, peasants
were paid in gold for their produce, and they in turn sometimes paid their rent

7 Ashtor (1971) and (1983). Spufford (1988), ch. 15, and Day (1978), pp. 1—54, reprinted (1987).
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in gold. Some craftsmen, like weavers, were paid in gold for their work by the
end of the century.®” All these were relatively ‘lumpy’ payments. What gold
coins could not be used for were day wages, and the ordinary daily expendi-
tures of urban life.

The most evident difference between the second and the first half of the
century was the recrudescence of bubonic plague in 1348 after several cen-
turies. The effects of repeated waves of plague in reducing populations from
the high levels of the earlier part of the century are well known. Although so
many of the deaths from plague took place in towns and cities, the overall
effect was to reduce the population in the countryside, for cities, patticularly
capital cities, drew in quantities of immigrants from the country to take the
places of those who had died. The immediate economic effects of plague were
first felt in the cities. Urban rents fell soonest and furthest, whilst urban wages
rose soonest and most. In Florence and Paris the purchasing power of wages
more or less tripled within a year of the very first wave of plague, and even in
the small towns of southern England the day wages of building craftsmen
doubled. The economic effects of population changes were very uneven. In
the English or Flemish countrysides, landlords could find fresh tenants for
vacated holdings until the 1370s, after the third wave of plague, and there was
little abandonment of land even in the last quarter of the century.””

Demographic factors in the diminution in agricultural production were
compounded by climatic ones. It appears that European climate was gradually
becoming colder, and perhaps wetter, in the course of the century. This not
only had the effect of producing more ‘bad harvests’, but of driving down
yields in general, and changing what it was suitable to grow in particular places.
The beer/wine line, for example, moved southwards. The growing of vines,
for making cheap local wines, came to an end in southern England and what
is now Belgium, and this helped the process whereby the inhabitants of the
densely populated southern Netherlands increasingly became beer rather than
wine drinkers.

Demographic effects were also compounded by disorder. In Gascony or
Tuscany, rural holdings were deserted much sooner than in England and
Flanders, because war and disorder made the safety of town walls even motre
appealing, and agricultural production dropped much faster. As a consequence
urban populations, even when they were greatly reduced, as in the case of
Florence, still had to rely heavily on grain imported over long distances, and
were still vulnerable to famines.”! However, an immediate effect of rising real

% Ta Ronciére (1976).

70 The first arrival of the plague along routes of trade from Asia is graphically described by Matteo
Villani, Cronica, ed. Porta, Bk 1, ch. 2; cf. above pp. 131—3.

I La Ronciére (1976); Hunt (1994) suggests that it was not so.
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wages in cities and of falling urban rents was to remove a large body of people,
including skilled craftsmen, from near starvation. Instead such men could,
from the 1350s, afford more than a basic minimum diet. This meant the
possibility of buying what had been semi-luxuries, particularly meat, but also
dairy products, and at the same time there was a corresponding drop in the
demand for grains, more especially the cheaper grains like rye, for part of the
general improvement in living standards was the possibility to exercise a
preference for wheaten bread.

Even slight changes in urban population and diet could have a dispropot-
tionate effect at long distances. The overall decline in town populations in the
Calais—Cologne urban belt was translated into a much larger drop in the
demand for grain, particulatly of rye, from the Baltic area, Brandenburg,
Pomerania, Poland and Prussia. The figures for the minimum value of goods
going in and out of the harbour in Liibeck, by general agreement the most
important Hanseatic trading city, do not start until 1368, and there are then
only three further figures available for the fourteenth century, from the period
1379—84.”> With such limited evidence it is necessary to look at each figure very
catefully to determine whether it may have been typical or atypical. There was
a remarkable consistency of the value of trade from 1379 to 1384 (between
62,000 and 66,000 marks weight of fine silver). Howevet, in 1368 the value of
trade had been neatly two and a half times as much as it was a decade later (over
150,000 marks weight of fine silver). It does not seem that 1368 was a freak
year.” These years span the third visitation of bubonic plague, and also the
aftermath of it, in which the cumulative depopulating effects of three waves
of plague began to bite. It would therefore be reasonable to anticipate a very
considerable real shrinkage in Libeck’s seaborne trade between 1368 and 1379.
Not only did Hanseatic trade suffer, but mammoth depopulation also took
place in these grain-growing areas. Previously cultivated land returned to scrub,
and the local market structure was disrupted.” It was the first step in the retreat
from the large number of markets existing at the beginning of the century.
Although the reduction in rural populations was well advanced by 1400, land-
lords somehow managed to keep something going in most places, and the ulti-
mate effect of depopulation, the total disappearance of settlements, was
largely delayed until the fifteenth century.

2 Dollinger (1964), pp. 431—2; Sprandel (1975), pp. 97—123; Hammel-Kiesow (1993), pp. 77-94.
Hammel gives his figures in Liibeck marks, as in the sources themselves, and then converts them
into marks weight of fine silver to make comparisons over time.

> Hammel has disproved the suggestion that the larger figures only reflect the reopening of the Sound
after a closure, and no other proposed explanation has yet been put forward why Liibeck’s sea-borne
trade should have been specially inflated in that year.

™ In the Ucker Mark half the peasant farms were already deserted in 1375: Carsten (1954), p. 100.
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The other side of the change in diet was the increasing demand for meat.
Some areas of Europe took up the opportunity of stock raising on a large
scale. Meat, unlike grain, was cheap to transport, since beasts were driven to
their destinations before being killed. Some of the growing herds of cattle on
the Hungarian plains were driven round the eastern Alps to be refattened after
their journey on north-east Italian marshlands, and only then driven into north
Italian cities for butchering. Other Hungarian cattle were driven along the
south bank of the Danube into south Germany to be eaten in the cities there.
Danish cattle, many sold onwatrds at Hamburg, where they were taken across
the Elbe, were driven to the wetlands along the lower Rhine, where they were
refattened for the cities immediately to the south. Over slightly shorter dis-
tances, cattle rearing increased in the west midlands of England to meet
London’s growing appetite for meat, and in western France for Paris. The grain
trade diminished, but the meat trade began a hundred years of growth.

Improved living standards of large numbers of people were also reflected
in clothing. There was a greater demand for the cheaper, lighter woollen cloths,
which naturally resulted in the expansion in the production of cheaper cloths.
Lombardy increased its production of them, as did many of the small towns
of eastern Flanders and northern Brabant. The manufacturers’ needs for raw
materials consequently increased the demand for imported Castilian and
Apulian wool, which in its turn promoted the growth of transhumant sheep
flocks on both the central Castilian plateau and the mountains of Apulia.

The demand for cheap cottons also grew considerably, initially for those
made in Lombardy from Syrian cotton imported through Venice. The demand
for linen, from Lombardy and Flanders, also increased, but since pure linen
was rather expensive, the greatest growth was in the demand for fustian, the
mixed linen-cotton fabric, and in the last years of the fourteenth century the
production of fustian took off in south Germany. By the 1370s merchants
from Ulm, Augsburg and Nuremberg, who had been carrying back north
Italian cottons and fustians, were buying raw Syrian cotton in Milan and Venice
instead. Fustians were soon manufactured more cheaply in south Germany
itself, undercutting Lombard fustians north of the Alps. The principal centres
for the production of fustians were Ulm and Augsburg and the small towns
between, although some fustian was produced elsewhere as at Zurich or
throughout the broad Swabian flax-growing region. Much of this fustian was
cither bleached white or dyed black. By 1400, Augsburg and Nuremberg mer-
chants were taking Ulm fustians to the Frankfurt fairs and Cologne.”

Falling rents, urban from the 1350s and rural from the 1370s, benefited the
tenants, but they were equally bad for landlords. Empty houses and vacant

> Von Stromer (1978); Mazzaoui (1981), esp. pp. 137—44-
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lands were even worse, since they produced no income at all. The poorest of
urban houses were allowed to collapse and the poorest of rural holdings
reverted to waste.”® Some measure of the effects of this on landlords may be
seen from great ecclesiastical estates, which remained much the same over long
periods of time. The landed income of the abbey of Saint-Denis in the Paris
basin, for example, dropped to under half between 1340 and 1403.”” Changes
in the incomes of individual lay families are virtually impossible to work out,
because lay estates rarely stayed the same for long, because of straightforward
sales and purchases of lands, marriages of heiresses, dower and partible inher-
itance, where it still survived. Nevertheless it is clear that the total rental
income of lay landlords as a whole dropped like that of ecclesiastical estates in
the same region. That of the earls of Stafford dropped from around /3,000
sterling in 1372 to just under /2,000 sterling in 1400.”

Just as falling rents benefited tenants but hurt landlords, so rising real wages
were as bad for employers as they were good for employees. Since most
employment was in arable agriculture or in service, the increased cost of wages
could not be passed on. Only the increased wages of that small percentage
engaged in manufacture could be passed on, and manufactures increased in
price. Luxury goods increased most in price since they used proportionately
more labour; for example, luxury woollens had a higher labour component in
their price than cheaper cloths. The yarn for them was spun with a drop spindle
rather than a spinning wheel, they were fulled by foot rather than in a fulling
mill, and they went through more laborious finishing processes, they were
burled more assiduously, and their nap was teazled and sheared more fre-
quently.”

Between reduced landed incomes, increased war-related commitments and
the higher prices of manufactured luxuries, the ability of the rich to purchase
luxuries was eroded, although it is not possible to put precise figures to the
consequent drop in demand that affected long-distance trade. As a conse-
quence of the decline in demand, the cloth industry in Florence was patently
in a bad way from the 1370s, and so was that in the great cities of the southern
Netherlands where large quantities of heavy luxury woollen cloths had also
been woven from expensive English wool. Brussels, Malines and Louvain,
which had become increasingly important as textile towns in the first half of
the century, now went into decline.* On the other hand, manufacture of high-
quality woollen cloths grew in England, using native wools and ‘Flemish’ skills.

76 See Herlihy (1958) and (1967); and Dyer (1989), for Italian and English examples.

" Fourquin (1964).

8 Rawcliffe (1978), quoted by Dyer (1989), pp. 27—48, in his discussion of the evolution of English
aristocratic incomes.

™ For a convenient summary of processes see Munro (1988), pp. 693—715. % Van der Wee (1975).
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English exports of cloths of various sizes and qualities grew from virtually
none in the middle of the century to the equivalent of 40,000 standard
customs paying rolls at the end of the century,®! but this growth by no means
compensated for the shrinkage in production elsewhere, neither did the
increased production of silk fabrics. Historians have postulated a shift in
fashion to favour silks over woollens. More silk was being woven in north
Italian cities outside Lucca. However, it is by no means clear if this was to sub-
stitute for woollens, or for the declining quantities of imported Levantine and
oriental silks, or even for those hitherto woven in Lucca. Even the customs
records from England, the fullest surviving in Europe, do not enable us to
produce figures for the, possibly growing, demand there for imported silk,
although specific batches of Italian silks can be found in the accounts at the
end of the century.

It seems, and is, a long leap from expensive textiles to slaves, but human
beings were also a very important luxury ‘commodity’ and were bought and
sold as such. The trade in slaves was possibly as important as that in silk. It was
certainly a trade that grew in the second half of the century. The use of domes-
tic women slaves, although illegal in Latin Christian Europe, had possibly never
entirely ceased, when agricultural, predominantly male, slavery had died out.®?
Outside western Europe domestic slavery had continued unabated and was
encountered by those who traded there, as well as in the Iberian peninsula and
Crete and Cyprus. Legalised domestic slavery returned to southern Europe in
the second half of the centuty. In Florence, for example, it was made legal in
1363. The rise in wages that accompanied the drop in population may or may
not have made it cheaper to buy a slave gitl rather than hire a free maid-servant,
but the former was certainly more flexible, and possibly more prestigious.
Whether from motives of economy and utility, or as articles of luxury, slave
girls were increasingly ‘consumed’ in wealthy households, and the slave trade
consequently grew in scale. Since the children that these slave girls frequently
bore their owners were baptised and free, there was no hereditary group of
slaves, and fresh ones needed to be bought all the time. The new slave gitls
bought in expensive quantities for south European households were mostly
Asiatic in origin. At Tana Venetian round ships, as well as grain, loaded up with
considerable numbers of Asian slave gitls for European use, and the Genoese
similarly found their carracks useful for carrying slaves, along with grain or
alum from Caffa or Chios. Although it was against the rules to keep fellow
Christians as slaves, Genoese and Venetians also loaded up on occasion with
Orthodox Greek and Slav gitls. The reduction of Asian children to slavery was
in part a consequence of the internecine wars which broke out in the steppes,

81 Carus-Wilson and Coleman (1963), pp. 14-16, 75—87, 138—54. %2 Stuard (1995), pp. 3—28.
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although west Europeans salved their consciences with the myth that their
parents had deliberately sold them so that they should have a better life in the
west! The male children captured in the same Asiatic wars hardly ever ended
up in Burope at all. Instead the boys were purchased by Egyptians for service
in the Mamluk army.®® In the same way African children became available for
purchase on account of wars in West Africa. There is a long history of women
and girls being marched northwards across the Sahara. Those that survived the
journey mostly found their way into North African households, and only occa-
sionally reached Europe.

Slaves were unique as a ‘commodity’, and, so long as their children were
born legally free, no substitute for their import existed. In the second half of
the century they went on being imported along with precious stones, peatls
and oriental spices, for which there were likewise no substitutes. Other imports
from outside Europe diminished or ceased, as internal European production
of silks, cottons, majolica, glass, papert, tapestry, carpets and white soap took
over. Since late medieval trade depended so much on consumers’ needs and
demands, it was the merchant suppliers of consumers’ needs who sponsored
and frequently controlled the internal European manufacture of goods that
they had been previously supplying from outside Europe. It is no wonder that
so many of these import-substituting manufactures were concentrated in
northern Italy as the principal area of commercial leadership.

It is possible to make some limited comparisons between the scale of trade,
in the second half of the century, in two of the three principal areas of com-
mercial development in Europe. Any comparisons between trade in the Baltic
and in the Mediterranean must start from the figures for the minimum value
of goods going in and out of the harbour in Liibeck, by general agreement the
most important Hanseatic trading city, and similar evidence for the port of
Genoa. The Genoese evidence is much fuller. From the fourteenth century
there are customs figures for 1334, and then for forty-six years between 1341
and 1406. With these figures we have material for a fair north—south compari-
son. In the 13508, 13605 and 1380s, the value of trade going in and out of the
harbour of Genoa generally oscillated around 1,400,000 florins. At the end of
the 1360s it rose quite sharply, and in 1371 it exceeded 2 million gold florins. In
1376—7 the value of Genoese seaborne trade was still at this level, but in the
early 1380s it was below 1,700,000 gold florins and had soon resumed the level
of the 1350s and 1360s. To make valid comparisons with these Genoese figures
I have converted the Liibeck figures into Italian terms.** The figures for
1379—84 show that the shrunken Liibeck trade in those years was in the region
of 350,000 gold florins, at a time when Genoese trade was dropping from

8 Verlinden (1955-77); Origo (1955), pp- 321-66; Lane (1973), pp. 132—3.  ** Above p. z01.
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2 million florins to 1,700,000 florins. In other words, the trade through the
harbour at Genoa was, at this point, shrinking from six times as much as at
Liibeck to five times as much. For the short period for which it is fair to make
comparisons, between 1379 and 1384, there is no doubt that trade at Genoa
was many times greater than that at Liibeck. Before the War of Chioggia,® the
general, non-statistical impression is that trade at Venice was of the same order
of magnitude as that at Genoa, although possibly slightly smaller. If so, its
trade too might have been around five times as great as Liibeck’s. For the
Mediterranean, there wete no other ports as important as Genoa, Venice and
Barcelona, although Porto Pisano, Marseille, Ragusa and even Ancona and
Aigues-Mortes were not without importance. For the Baltic, there was no other
port to rival Libeck, although places like Danzig, Rostock and Toruf cannot
be ignored. It would probably be an exaggeration, but not a very great one, to
triple the evidence for Genoa to take account of Venice and Barcelona, and
then suppose that other ports in each region ranked in proportion, and there-
fore to suggest that in the 1370s, Mediterranean trade was perhaps fifteen times
greater than that in the Baltic. This is a very wild and risky extrapolation, but
probably in the right order of magnitude.

As well as being so much smaller in scale, the techniques of trading were still
much less developed in the north. While catering for many fewer consumers
and using much less money and less credit, there was still generally a lack of
international exchange facilities or local giro banking in northern Europe, of
insurance syndicates or the possibilities of developing international trading
and industrial groups. Nevertheless, it must not be thought that the centres of
business were ever static. Change was as perpetual as individual initiative could
make it. “The ongoing shifting of the locus of economic leadership’ * was pat-
ticularly noticeable in the fourteenth century, within the central banana-shaped
urban belt of Europe.” At its southern end the preponderant weight of com-
mercial and manufacturing development was shifting northwards from
Tuscany to Lombardy. The cheap woollen manufacture of Florence and other
Tuscan cities was declining, that of Lombard cities was increasing. Silk cloth
production in Lucca was diminishing, that in Venice and Bologna was increas-
ing. The manufactures of fustians, majolica, paper, soap and glass were all
developing north of the Appenines, and the production of armour there was
growing prodigiously too. It fits that the trade of Venice, as the principal
seaport for the area, was flourishing, whilst that of Genoa, the principal carrier

of Tuscan goods, was in crisis. It is not surprising that cities like Milan and
8 Above pp. 186—7.

The phrase was used in the Festschrift offered to Herman van der Wee to sum up one of the prin-
cipal themes of his work on the Netherlands: Blockmans in Aerts ¢# a/. (1993), pp. 41—58.

86

Above p. 157.
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Venice attracted enough immigrants to maintain, or possibly even slightly
increase, their populations, despite the waves of plague. Genoa and Florence
were not able to do so. Despite immigration the population of Florence more
than halved between 1340 and 1400. At the extreme southern end of the urban
belt, cities like Siena and Perugia suffered most of all. A long process of
deindustrialisation was beginning from the south.

Whilst Tuscany, particularly southern Tuscany, was losing, southern
Germany, the next area northwards from Lombardy in the urban belt, was
gaining. By the end of the century the cities of southern Germany were already
beginning that growth that was to be so significant in the following two cen-
turies. It was south German merchants, not north German ones, that were
taking up ‘Italian’ commercial methods, accumulating cheap capital and devel-
oping their own international commercial-mining-manufacturing enter-
prises.*® They were moving on, from simply importing goods from Italy for
distribution, to manufacturing substitutes for some of them, like fustians,
paper and armour. Significantly, none of these products any longer appear
among the range of goods sent over the Alps in 1392, by one of the most
important firms of fourteenth-century Nuremberg, the Kress. A vivid impres-
sion of these is given by the accounts of Hilpolt Kress, who was responsible
for the firm’s business in Venice. Rolls of cloth formed the most important
group of goods sent from Venice. In one year 101 rolls of cloth, mainly silk,
appeared in his accounts, ranging in value from the rolls of cheap ‘Pasthart’
which were worth only 3. florins the roll, up to a single roll of rich blue velvet
valued at no less than 4o florins — nearly two years’ wages for an ordinary
Florentine labourer at this date. Most of the cloth fell into a middle range like
brocades at 10 or 14 flotins a roll, or taffetas at 77/, florins each. These were still
luxury cloths, but not so luxurious as the velvet. By now most were already
woven in northern Italy, but others still came from much farther afield, from
Damascus or Baghdad, whilst the taffetas even came from Samarkand.
Altogether these 101 rolls of cloth were valued at 1,075 florins. Next in value
came nearly 880 ducats worth of spices, nearly half of which (by value) was
Indian pepper. The third important commodity imported by Kress from
Venice was peatls. There were no less than 257/, ounces of these at seven
different prices from ss 6d to 17s the ounce. No total value for these appears
in the accounts, but it cannot have been much less than the total value of
spices, and may even have quite considerably exceeded the total value of cloth,
depending on how many ounces of each quality were in the total. Far behind
silk, spices and peatls in value were a number of other commodities; loaves of
sugar for example from plantations in Sicily, or in Crete and elsewhere in the

8 Von Stromer (1970).
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eastern Mediterranean which had been refined in Venice, and bales of raw
Syrian cotton, and barrels of soap. Soap must have been near the bottom limit
of value of commodities which it was worth transporting the difficult 650 kilo-
metres (400 miles) through the Brenner to Nuremberg, It was only put down
in the accounts at 2 ducats per 100 pounds, and the whole half ton that Kress
imported was worth far less than the single roll of blue velvet. In the opposite
direction the Kress sent over 3,600 florins worth of silver, about two-thirds in
ingot form and one third worked up by Nuremberg silversmiths. The value put
on skilled craftsmanship seems surprisingly small to modern eyes, for the silver
plate was only valued at a rate some 8 per cent higher than bar silver. By con-
trast with silver, the value of gold sent to Venice by this route seems small.
There was only just over soo florins worth, and since nearly 140 florins worth
of gold was sent in the opposite direction, the net value of gold was not very
great. Of the four other commodities that Kress sent to Venice, only Baltic
amber is possibly even worth mentioning, but this was barely worth more than
the sugar sent in the opposite direction.

In essence, then, Kress’s trade with Venice consisted almost exclusively of
silver and silver plate in one direction, and primarily of silks, spices and peatls
in the reverse direction. South Germans were beginning to be able to produce
so many other luxury goods themselves. This was just part of an ‘ongoing
shifting of the locus of economic leadership’ which was in the following cen-
turies to move all the way up the urban belt from Lombardy to south Germany,
to Antwerp and its hinterland, to the United Provinces, and to England, before
starting to move back south-eastwards in the twentieth century. But those his-
tories make up several other stories.
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CHAPTER 9

CHIVALRY AND THE ARISTOCRACY

Maurice Keen

AT a date which cannot be pinpointed in the year 1325, King Charles-Robert
of Hungary founded the Society of St George, an elite band of fifty knights
who were to be entitled to wear a special habit, were to meet three times a
year for the ‘chaptet’ of their society (on St George’s day, on the feast of the
nativity of the Virgin and at Epiphany) and who were sworn to observe a
seties of religious knightly obligations laid down in the foundert’s statutes.'
This, as far as we know, was the first instituted of the princely secular orders
of chivalry, whose appearance was one of the most striking novel features
of the history of knighthood in the fourteenth century. The foundation of
the Society of St George was followed by that of the Order of the Band in
Castile (1330), of the Garter in England (1349), the Star in France (1351), the
Golden Buckle in the empire (1355), the Collar in Savoy (1364) and the
Ermine in Brittany (1381); there were others too. The statutes of all these
societies bear a family resemblance to one another. They detail the obliga-
tions of the companions to the sovetreign or ‘mastet’ of the order and to one
another, provide for regular chapter meetings (usually on the feast of the
patron saint of the order, to be followed by High Mass in its chapel and a
lavish banquet) and set out rules about the cut and wearing of the robes and
insignia of the company.

Membership was limited to those who were of noble birth and ‘without
reproach’ in reputation. Their founders clearly intended that they should
reflect what was in contemporary eyes best and most prized in the aristocratic
knightly ethos.

Given that the foundation of the first of these new orders follows a bare
dozen years after the dramatic dissolution of the old crusading order of the
Templars, their rise inevitably seems to suggest that a growing secular and
princely orientation was a significant feature of the fourteenth-century

! Boulton (1987), pp. 30ff.
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development of the chivalric ideal. The circumstances surrounding individual
foundations certainly seems to confirm that suggestion.

The Society of St George was founded by King Chatles-Robert in the after-
math of his triumph over a great revolt of the older native barons of Hungary,
and the principal purpose behind the foundation seems to have been to
honour and to cement the fidelity of the new nobility that he had gathered
around him during the civil wars of the first fifteen years of his reign. Its
primary object, so the prologue to its statutes declared, was to protect the king
from his enemies.> The Chronicle of Alfonso X1 speaks very similarly of the early
history of the Castilian Ozrder of the Band, the next princely foundation of
which we know: ‘thus it happened that knights and squires who had done some
good deed of arms against the enemies of the King . . . were given the band
by the King, in such a way that each one of the others wanted to do well in
chivalry to gain that honour and the good will of the King’.? The timing of its
foundation, again comparably with that of the Hungarian order, fits into the
context of the series of remarkable occasions through which Alfonso XI, in
1330, celebrated his victories over his enemies domestic and Mootish, which
culminated in his extraordinary reception of knighthood from the image of St
James at Compostela and his enthronement at Burgos.* The foundation of the
two Neapolitan orders of the Knot (1352) and the Ship (1381) were cleatly con-
nected to the turns of fortune in the succession struggles in that kingdom, the
one being aimed to consolidate the supporters of Louis of the house of
Taranto, the other to buttress the cause of the rival house of Durazzo, after its
victory over Louis’s widow, Queen Joanna, and the coronation of Chatles of
Durazzo as king of Naples.”

The story of the founding of the two most famous princely orders of this
period fits into the history of another succession war, the great Hundred Years
War of France and England. Edward III founded the Order of the Garter in
the aftermath of his great victories at Crécy and Calais, at once to commemo-
rate those feats of English chivalry (most of the founder members had been
armed in the field at Crécy), and to assert defiantly the justice of the cause in
which he had fought, ‘retorting shame and defiance upon him that should dare
to think ill of so just an enterprise as he had undertaken for the recovery of
that (the French) crown’ — honi soit qui mal y pense.® John the Good’s founda-
tion of the Otrder of the Star in 1351 was cleatly, in some measure at least, a
riposte to Edward’s institution and the clause in its statutes obliging its
companions to seck the sovereign’s permission before joining any other order

2 Ibid.,, p. 36. 2 Ibid,, p. 53, quoting CRC; 1, pp. 178—9.

4 Ibid., pp. 52—4; and see Linehan (1987), pp. 229—43. > Boulton (1987), pp. 216, 291ff.

¢ Ashmole (1672), p. 184, quoted by Vale (1983), p. 76. This latter, pp. 76—91, offers the best modern
account of the foundation of the Garter.
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was no doubt intended to discourage French noblemen from being lured away
towards Plantagenet allegiance by Edward’s chivalrous propaganda (he can
only have had the Garter in mind).”

A clear common theme in these stories of the origins of the secular orders
of knighthood is the desire of princes, through the companionships of their
orders, to bind to their service individual and distinguished members of their
aristocracies, and in doing so to enhance their own worship and repute in the
eyes of their aristocratic subjects generally. In this way a comparison is invited
between the founding of orders of knighthood and other means by which
princes sought to bind men to their service, by grants of pensions, fees, house-
hold or military office, often accompanied by gifts of robes and livery collars
or badges (often described in terms very similar to the insignia of chivalric
otders),® and through which they hoped to reinforce, or substitute for, ties of
territorial vassallage and allegiance. Viewed in this light, the institution of
secular orders of chivalry appears as a kind of special variant of the practice
which in England is termed retaining, their companionships as elite bands of
retainers bound by special and personal supra-feudal ties and vows to the
service of a prince. Thus they seem once again to re-emphasise a growing
princely orientation in the ideology of chivalry of the time.

It seems clear that there is much in this way of looking at the new knightly
otders of the fourteenth centutry. The oath that the companions of the Knot,
for instance, were to sweat, to give ‘to all their power and knowledge’ loyal aid
and counsel to their prince ‘whether in arms or in other matters’,” has distinct
echoes of the phraseology of English indentures (and of the French equiva-
lent, contracts of alliance), which retained knights or esquires for service in
peace and war. The chronicler’s description of how Alfonso XI ordered ‘that
certain knights and squires of his household should wear a band on their cloth-
ing, and he himself did the same . . . and from that time on he gave those
knights each year similar vestments with a band’,!” reads precisely like a distri-
bution of liveries. It is equally clear, however, that this is not the whole story.
There are significant contrasts between membership of a retinue and member-
ship of an order of chivalry as well as significant similarities.

A retainer could expect to be feed for his service: membership of an order
was more likely to put a companion to expense than to bring financial
reward (of course he might reasonably expect generous patronage from its

7 Boulton (1987), pp. 194—s5; Renouard (1949), pp. 281, 300.

8 De La Matche, Mémoires, v, pp. 1612, for an attempt to distinguish juridically between the grant of
an order and of a livery collar or devise, a distinction which he felt, significantly, to be insufficiently
understood.

? Boulton (1987), pp- 229—30; the quotations are from the statutes of the Order of the Knot of
Naples. ' CRC, 1, p. 178; quoted by Boulton (1987), p. 53.
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sovereign, but this was in no way constitutionally intrinsic to their relation-
ship). The statutes of every chivalrous order imposed on the companions
(including the sovereign or master) very specific obligations of religious
observance such as one would never expect to find in a secular contract of
retainetr. A bond between a lord and a retainer contracted for service from
the one party in return for the promise of protection and good lordship from
the other, and this relationship might be expressed in language with chival-
rous overtones. Such a bond would not find room, however, for those more
high-sounding and general purposes which every founder of an order of
knighthood took care to emphasise, declaring that he acted ‘to honour
chivalry and exalt loyalty’ (the Band), ‘for the honour of God and Our Lady,
and the exaltation of Knighthood and the increase of honour’ (the Star), ‘in
order to praise good Knights, and to increase their name, and to exalt
Knighthood’ (the Ship).!!

The comparison between the companions of a chivalrous order and an elite
group of retainers thus proves inadequate; not misleading, certainly, but nev-
ertheless incomplete. From a lord’s point of view, the object of a retaining
indenture or of a feed and sworn alliance was to secure good and loyal service,
martial or otherwise. The object of the institution of an order of knighthood
was not simply to secute service to a lord or prince, but also at the same time
to glamorise it in aristocratic eyes, by associating his following with ideas and
ideals only tangentially relevant thereto, or even sometimes wholly irrelevant.
The founders of such orders sought to do this by avowing the ends and values
of the traditional aristocratic culture of chivalry, the service of God in arms
(accepting the crusade as the highest expression of this), the maintenance of
the good name of knighthood for loyalty and martial prowess, the upholding
of the honour of women and womankind. Here the most important debt that
their statutes reveal is to the great romantic literature that had grown up in the
thirteenth century and had done so much to shape a knightly ethos common
in its principles to every region of Christendom: and which was deeply indi-
vidualistic in tone in the sense that its most powerful recurrent theme was the
testing in quality of honour of the individual knight. The debt is often explicit
and intentionally patent. The arrangement of the shields of the companions
of the Star in their House of Our Lady at St Ouen was directly modelled on
the description of the hall of the Free Palace in the romance of Perceforest.'?
All contemporary commentators knew and saw that Edward 111, in founding
the Order of the Garter, was secking to revive the glories of Arthur’s Round
Table."” Viewed from this angle, the contrast between the spitit of chivalry
reflected in the new secular orders of the fourteenth century and that of the

T Boulton (1987), pp. 70, 178, 296. 12 Keen (1984), p. 191. 13 Boulton (1987), pp. 101-17.
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preceding age begins to look less sharp, its growing princely and secular
orientation, though still significant, less marked.

A comparison has been suggested between an order of knighthood and a
band of retainers: an alternative, overlapping and equally illuminating analogue
would be the aristocratic household of a prince or nobleman, an institution
through which princes and noblemen likewise sought both to recruit service
and to glamotise it. For these purposes it could extend the web of princely
influence much further into the aristocratic world than an order could, because
the numbers of people involved were so much greater (though it should be
remembered here that some princely orders were quite large: the Star was
envisaged as a company of 300 knights).

The household was of coutse an ancient institution. Because it had had,
from its earliest days, to double as both the prince’s bodyguard and his social
entourage (and still could be mobilised as a military unit), a strong chivalrous
and aristocratic tone infused its ethos and many of its rituals. As D’Arcy
Boulton has put it, the household ‘had long served the function of impressing
the world at large with the wealth, importance and noble qualities of the prince
it served, both by overwhelming visitors with rare foods and costly entertain-
ments, and by enveloping the prince and his family in an elaborate daily ritual,
enhanced by magnificent costumes and settings’.'* The household ordinances
that regulated this ritual ate eminently compatrable with those clauses in the
statutes of chivalrous orders that regulated, at ample length, the cut and
wearing of robes and insignia, the order of precedence in the procession to
High Mass on the occasion of the patronal feast and the seating arrangement
for the banquet that would follow. The difference is not in tone or style, but in
that the statutes of orders regulate for a single, annual event, the household
ordinances for the daily routine of a much larger body of people.

Princely households were growing in size in the fourteenth century, and in
the elaborateness of their organisation. The standing personnel of the French
royal household already numbered 400 at the beginning of John the Good’s
reign: by the end of his grandson Chatrles VI’s reign that number had doubled,
and of course the queen and any royal children had their own households as
well. A major princely household was subdivided into separate departments,
each concerned with a specialised service, the chamber (the innermost
sanctum), the bouteillerie, the echangonnerie and so on. Each department had its
own hierarchy of salaried officials and servants, the higher ranks being usually
confined to those of noble birth (just as membership of orders of chivalry was
confined to the nobly born, and often to those who had besides been dubbed
to knighthood). The pensioned noble servants of a household usually spent

14 Thid,, p. 2.
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periods at court, in rotation, and while they were in attendance they and their
servants (and indeed their horses) would be fed in the household and at the
prince’s expense, just as a retainer and his servants would be in his lord’s house-
hold. The cost of maintaining this aristocratic entourage in a suitably sumptu-
ous manner could be enormous, a steady drain on the princely purse with
serious fiscal implications. That is why the expenditure on the royal household
became a bitter bone of contention in France in the 1350s and again in the time
of Chatles VI, as it did also in England in the reign of Richard II. Nevertheless,
princes seem usually to have thought the money well spent, in terms of the
honourable reputation and the assurance of service that it bought: every time
that personnel and allowances were, under pressure, reduced, they quickly
began to climb up again.

The most conspicuously lavish element in princely household expenditure
was upon entertainment, upon feasts, jousting and pageantry, and here we re-
encounter the same brand of ambiguity that raised questions earlier about
the validity of comparing companionship in an order with the bond of alord
with his retainet. The core functions of the household were to maintain the
prince’s lifestyle and to ensure him loyal service, but these ends could not be
served, apparently, without going further than that. In order to impress
effectively visitors and aspirants to his service the prince needed to associate
his household and lifestyle with purposes independent of the current priot-
ities of policy and governance, but which were chetished in the traditions of
aristocratic culture: and princely efforts to do so very naturally served to
strengthen even further the hold of those values and purposes on the aris-
tocratic mentality. Thus throughout the history of the court pageantry and
entertainment of the age there runs the same strand of endeavour to evoke
the aura of past chivalry as recorded in semi-historical romantic literature,
that the statutes of the orders of chivalry likewise strove to evoke. The court
feast that Edward I held to celebrate the knighting of his eldest son in 1306
sought an echo of the story of the Swan Knight, the legendary ancestor of
Godfrey the conqueror of Jerusalem."” Godfrey’s own feats provided the
theme for the fableanx and pageantry of the feast at which Charles V of
France in 1378 entertained as his guest the Holy Roman Emperor Chatles
IV.' Tableanx of the mythical story of how Richard Lion Heart had defended
a pass against Saladin and his Saracen host greeted Queen Isabella at her
entry into Paris in 1389.17 Twelve years later, courtiers of her household and
the king’s sought to while away winter hours by founding a Court of Love
and competing in the composition of amorous poems that would hint that

5 Denholm Young (1961), pp. 251—-62.  * CJII, 111, pp. 235—42; Bullough (1974), pp. 97-122.
17 Froissart, Quwres, ed. Lettenhove, x1v, p. 9.
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they could love as well and in as courtly a fashion as ever did Lancelot or
Tristram.'®

Among court entertainments, jousts and tournaments offered special
opportunities to evoke a chivalrous aura of magnificence, through lavish spec-
tacle. They also, incidentally, tended to underscore and promote the individu-
alistic tendencies of chivalry, since in the lists the combatants competed on
equal terms for the prizes for prowess; and they offered the ideal opportunity
to the fashionable young nobleman to impress aristocratic female spectatots.
He might even be bearing, on his lance or in his helm, a token from a beloved
mistress. In the tourney, the history of the chivalric ethos at the princely court
and of princely orders interweave directly. Juliet Vale has argued trenchantly
that, in selecting the founder members of the Garter, Edward III was guided
by the idea of selecting two well-balanced tournament teams (hence the twelve
stalls on the king’s side in St George’s chapel, and twelve on the prince’s): the
foundation was thus in a way ‘an extension of the tournament activities of the
chamber and household’.!’ The manner in which an aspirant knight might seek
admission to the Ozrder of the Band makes a similar point. He must seek out
at least two knights of the order and challenge them to tourney (they were
bound to accept), and if he sustained his challenges successfully he would then
be sent to the king’s court. There is a strong echo here of the stories of
Arthur’s day, in which ‘Knights of the Round Table were constantly challeng-
ing (or being challenged by) strangers and constantly sending them back to
Arthur’s court to be admitted (if deemed worthy) to their company.’®

Court tournaments could be, and often were, so staged as to evoke directly
a literary reference. In 1334 at Dunstable Edward III tournied armed as Sir
Lionel (Lancelot’s cousin).?! It was after another tournament, in January 1344
at Windsor, that he announced his intention to found a Round Table ‘of the
same manner and standing as that in which the Lord Arthur, formerly King of
England, had relinquished it’,* which would be opened at a still more
magnificent tourney at Pentecost (which it seems never took place: but the
construction of the Round Table was certainly commenced and paid for). At
the jousts held in 1401 at Westminster Hall to celebrate the marriage of
Princess Blanche, knights participating adopted allegorical titles, reminiscent
of the Roman de la Rose — Ardent desirenx, Voulente & apprendre, Le povoir perdu —
and composed highly literary letters of challenge in a style fitting thereto (but
not failing to mention that they came to Henry IV’s court because it was a ‘true
mirror and examplar of all honour, courtesy and gentillesse).”> At the most

18 Green (1983), pp. 87—108. 19 Vale (1983), p. 88. 2 Boulton (1987), p. 76.
2 Vale (1983), pp. 68—9. 22 Chronica Adae Murimmth, ed. Thompson, p. 23z2.
% Barker (1986), pp. 97-8.
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famous of all the festivities of this kind in this petiod, the jousts of Saint-
Inglevert in 1390, there was no such mimetic element, but the rituals of the
occasion, such as the procedures for the touching of the challenger’s targets
outside the pavilions to indicate what courses would be run, were particularly
ornate and intricate, anticipating the extravagant gestures of the Burgundian
pas d’armes of the next century.

The extravagance of the display and gesture of the court tournament scene
presses the question on the historical commentator: are we here watching
chivalry being drawn into the ambit of princely power by generous patronage,
or are we rather watching the prince and his court becoming enmeshed in the
aristocratic preoccupations of chivalry, with its cult of honour and its
romanticisation of individual prowess? It is not easy to give an unambiguous
answet.

The staging of court pageants, feasts and tournaments, as the last two exam-
ples quoted above help to remind us, was becoming in the fourteenth century
progressively more and more elaborate. In the supervision and direction of
this side of court entertainments and ceremonies the heralds played an impor-
tant role. The steady tise of their ‘order’, in prominence and status, was very
marked in the period. When we first encounter heralds, in the twelfth and eatly
thirteenth centuries, they are hardly distinguishable from vagabond minstrels
and jonglenrs: we hear of them wandering from tourney to tourney, secking
largesse and a measure of patronage from the participants, but they do not seem
to have any settled attachment to particular lords. By the time of Edward I,
however, in England at least, royal heralds received regular payments in the
household, along with minstrels,* and by the end of the fourteenth century
their services had acquired such value as to make them indispensable to any
princely household. Anjou King of Arms gives a graphic account of the ‘coro-
nation’ of one Chatlot as King of Arms of France by Chatles V, and his late
fourteenth-century tract also describes detailed rituals for the creation of pur-
suivants and heralds, who should be dressed in tabards of their lord’s arms for
the occasion and take a solemn oath to conduct themselves loyally in their
office.?> The men who had once wandered with the minstrels have grown into
respected, uniformed officials.

The duties of the heralds’ office had become wide-ranging, dignified and
important in the chivalrous world of aristocratic cetemony and precedence.
They were expected to know the blazons and lineage of the nobles and gentle-
men of their march (and of others too), to inspect and verify the arms and
helmcrests of those proposing to take partin tourneying and to carry messages

2 Denholm Young (1965), pp. 54—60.
% Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawlinson MS C 399, fos. 77-8; and Keen (1984), p. 137.
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between hostile parties in war. They were bound to act too as ‘confessors in
arms’,? that is to say to be able to advise on delicate points of honour and to
be expert in the nice scales of achievement in knightly prowess. No wonder
that Froissart looked to Kings of Arms and heralds for information for his
chronicle about feats of chivalry, for as he put it ‘such people are of right the
just inquisitors into such matters and true reporters of them’.?’ In order to dis-
charge this side of their function heralds needed to be literate men, versed in
the romance history that set the standard of knightly values and achievement.
By the end of the fourteenth century they were well on their way to becoming
a kind of secular priesthood of chivalry.

Blazon, the heralds’ special expertise, was vital to chivalric ceremony and to
aristocratic culture generally. It was by their coats and crests that knights and
squires identified themselves at joust and tournament, and on the battlefield.
The coats of arms of companions of orders of chivalry were painted above
their stalls and seats, in the chapel of St George at Windsor for the Garter, in
the hall of St Ouen for the Star’s knights. In the glass and wall painting of
church or castle blazon could recall knightly companionship and chivalrous
achievement: thus the glass in the east window of Gloucester Cathedral,
commissioned by Thomas Lotrd Bradeston, constituted almost a roll of arms
of those alongside whom he had fought at Crécy in 1346.” The splendid armo-
rial paintings in Konigsberg Cathedral commemorated the adventures in the
company of the Teutonic Knights of nobles who had come to Prussia from
abroad, to take arms against the heathen.”” ‘Gelre, I have business for you’, a
certain lady told Claes Haynen, Guelders Herald, according to the prologue of
his Lobdichte (poems of praise): ‘I am going to make a new chamber, and to dec-
orate it with blazoned shields. You shall seek out the knights who are worthy
that I should paint their arms in my chamber, those who are without
reproach.™ Heralds indeed had a vital role to play in the aristocratic world of
the fourteenth century, because they could translate its aspirations and its
achievements into vivid pictorial and symbolic language, as Gelre was here
asked to do. They could also interpret back its significance for the benefit of
the noble wotld at large that they wete sworn to serve: ‘Zfem, ye shall be service-
able and secret in all points to all knights and gentillesse, to lords and ladies and
gentlewomen and cause and counsel them to all truth and virtue that in you is,
so help you God’.”!

Here the ambiguity that has now become familiar occurs once more. The
herald is the servant of the prince, whose arms he bears on his tabard and

% BBA, 1, p. 297. 2T Froissart, Quures, ed. Lettenhove, 11, p. 2, 11.

% Denholm Young (1969), p. 9. ¥ Paravicini (1990), pp. 67-167.

30 Wapenboek on Armorial de 1334 @ 13 2 . . . par Gelre Hérant, ed. Bouton, 1, p. 67; Keen (1984), pp. 139—41.
31 BBA, 1, p. 297.
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whose purse sustains him, and at the same time he is the servitor of nobility at
large, registrar of prowess and individual honour. To this second role, though,
there was a further dimension, which in this instance softens the ambiguity. In
the examples quoted so far, heraldry has been used to symbolise aristocratic
commitment to certain well-established values, prowess, loyalty, zeal for holy
war — the same sort of values as those to which the statutes of orders of
knighthood proclaimed commitment. But more often, and much more often,
blazon was used to convey a more mundane kind of message, to record noble
ancestry and noble inter-family connection, that is to say noble genealogy and
social exclusivity. Princes and aristocrats alike had interests that could be pro-
moted by encouraging and exploiting that kind of exclusivity.

The growing eagerness in the fourteenth century of families even of theless
exalted nobility to claim for themselves arms and crests of their own was in
part no doubt just a matter of fashion, but it was also a symptom of the noble
estate’s sense of its own insecurity. Seigneurial incomes from land, the tradi-
tional mainstay of noble living were coming under pressure, especially after the
Black Death, when depopulation tilted the balance of economic bargaining
power as between lord and tenants (whose rent was often in the form either of
labour dues, or produce, or both) in the lattet’s favour. The devastation of the
countryside in the century’s great wars had a parallel effect, in many regions
even sharper, because more sustained. The nobility’s taste for extravagance and
pride in its style of life and traditions were, on the other hand, no whit abated;
that style and those traditions were, after all, the outward and visible signs of
its dignity, its apartheid from the common herd. Aristocracy needed reassurance
that its dignity and privileges and exclusivity were recognised, respected and
valued in this newly difficult wotld. The right to blazon, confirmed or authot-
ised by the prince or his herald, offered just such reassurance. So did other
rights and privileges which the prince might confirm to the noble (and
armigerous), such as exemption from fiscal exaction on the ground that the
noble served by the sword (a privilege that spread rapidly and widely in the
fourteenth century),? or the principle of dérogeance (that certain occupations,
notably retail trading, were incompatible with nobility), which made its first
appearance in jurisprudence in this period.’* At the same time competition for
the favours that princely service could secure was sharpened, as was apprecia-
tion of the reservation of offices of dignity in the princely household to those
of noble birth. Noble incomes needed the buttressing that fees, pensions and
office could bring even more keenly than in the past.

Princes conversely needed the support, service and loyalty of their lay aris-
tocratic subjects quite as much as the nobles needed them. This had always

32 Dupont-Fertier (1930—2), 11, pp. 175ff. 33 Dravasa (1965), pp. 135—93 and (1966), pp. 23—129.
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been so, of course, but in the fourteenth century the need, from the princes’
point of view, had become, in important ways, more imperative than ever
before. The web of princely jurisdiction now spread much further than it had
done in eatlier days, and princely right was intruding in the courts into a far
greater multiplicity of cases. The parlement of Paris of the time of Philip the
Fair was the lineal descendant of the feudal curia regis of earlier French kings,
but by his day it was no longer concerned just with the affairs of royal vassals
and rear-vassals, but in those of a great range of people who, even if they held
noble fiefs, were tenurially remote from the crown. Wars had become more
large scale, and a prince needed to be able to mobilise a wider sector of his
noble subjects, regardless once again of their position in the ladder of tenur-
ial vassalage (and so might have to pay for their service). Wars had also become
much more costly; a prince therefore needed to be able in a military emergency
to tap the whole resources of his lordships or kingdom by assented taxation.
Governance, in short, had become a more complicated, large-scale, profes-
sional business. The Church was no longer the independent force it had once
been. The secular nobility, consequently, in kingdoms such as France and
England and Naples and in the Iberian realms, was effectively the only group
with the resources, political awareness and organisational capacity to count for
an independent force in the games of governance, diplomacy and war in which
princes, because of their standing, could not avoid being the leading players,
and by their good management in which they prospered or fell. They needed
the support of their nobilities, in consequence, more than ever before, and in
a more unitary sense. Generous exercise of princely patronage offered only a
partial solution here. If carried too far it became financially self-defeating, and
in any case the problem had become too large scale. Princes needed to reach
more noble hearts and minds than their purses could ever stretch out toward,
including, perhaps especially, those of the lesser nobility of the regions in the
territories that they ruled. The troubles generated in France in the last year of
Philip IV’s reign and in the time of his sons Louis X and Philip V by the pro-
vincial leagues of noblemen, who felt their privileges and position threatened
by royal taxation and over-government, offered an ugly example of what could
happen if a prince did not succeed in doing so.

If the situation was shrewdly appreciated, however, noble insecurity could
be princely opportunity: that really is the moral of the themes traced here.
Nobles cherished their privileges, their rights of jurisdiction, the right to carry
arms, to crenellate their houses, to dress differently from others. They also
cherished a style of living which they identified as noble and a value system
which set a high price on martial service and virtues, on generosity, on loyalty
and on courtly manners. The key note of this aristocratic value system was
honour. Honourable living, in war and at court, in danger and at dalliance, was
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the theme round which the authors of the romantic literature of the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries had woven their didactic fictions: and those fictions,
reaching out to an aristocratic audience of the widest extent, to the urban patri-
ciates as well as to the landed nobility, nurtured what we call chivalry and court-
liness into a framework embracing virtually every facet of noble existence.
Thus, if the prince wished to win the hearts and minds of nobles, it was in his
interest to project himself as one who had taken the heroes of romance as his
exemplar, and to present his court as the temple of honour and himself as its
fount.

That was the message that princely orders conveyed eloquently on the
princely behalf. Here were societies whose membership was limited to those
who were of noble birth and were sans reproche, men who had sworn to abide
by the highest demands of chivalry, never to flee in battle, to stand always by
their companions, to uphold the honour of God and of womankind — and of
their prince. It was the message to which, likewise, court pageantry and
entertainment, fableanx of the feats of Godfrey of Jerusalem and Richard Lion
Heart, tournies and jousts after the Arthurian fashion, gave expression. The
growing practice of granting nobility (and sometimes blazons too) by letters
patent, and of bestowing new titles (ot newly interpreted titles) of dignity, such
as duke, marquis and viscount, fed the same aspirations and restressed the role
of the prince as the ‘fount of honout’. The heralds, as servitors at once of the
prince and of nobility and chivalry at large, worked to systematise this side of
princely propaganda into a science.

There were dangers in this way of proceeding, naturally. In the process of
wooing the aristocracy by the flattery and espousal of its values, princely
patronage breathed vigour into forces which by no means necessarily or always
worked to princely interest. The cultivation of martial chivalry’s glamour easily
leant encouragement to those who, like the leaders of the Free Companies,
hoped to hack their way to powet and honour independently, living precati-
ously on the spoils of war and aping the manners of knighthood on their bru-
tally gotten gains. Some of them succeeded so well for a time as to render large
areas of southern and central France ungovernable and to ruin their prospet-
ity. Princely example could also offer a model for which those very great
seigneurs who were his most independent and potentially dangerous vassals
could apply in order to make themselves more independent of him, and to
erode his authority within their lordships. That was what the Montfort dukes
sought to do in Brittany, through their cultivation of semi-mythical Breton
history, through the pageantry of their ducal coronations, and the foundation
of their own order of knighthood, the Ermine.** It was not easy to drive home

3% Boulton (1987), pp. 274-8; Jones (1991), pp. 141—73.
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to the aristocracy the distinction, essential from the princely point of view,
between honour won by the naked sword of the individual adventurer and
honour won in the service of the common weal, or that there was a difference
in kind between the loyalty that a great territorial seigneur might command and
that due to a sovereign prince who was ‘emperor in his realm’. Those were the
sort of lessons that the encomiasts of royal authority, like the author of the
Songe du vergier (writing at the court of Chatles V of France) were already trying
to articulate, however. Significantly, in the dialogue through which the argu-
ment of the Songe is developed, the figure who takes up the cue as the spokes-
man for princely power and its personating of the common weal is ‘the
Knight: it is a sign of the way the wind was blowing,

In the long run, the strength of the kingdoms that at the end of the Middle
Ages came to dominate the European political stage was built on the success-
ful marriage of the interests of princes and their aristocracies, assuring author-
ity to the one side, dignity, privilege and honour to the other. In the fourteenth
century we are still a long way from that consummation, back in the time of
courtship between the parties. Jean Froissart, the great chronicler of chivalry,
caught the tempo of the time and of the story I have been trying to tell, nicely.
His apprenticeship in letters had been as a poet, living on the fringe of the great
courts, and the formative influence on him as an historian had been his reading
in Arthurian romance, which inspired his epic Meliador. That is why his chron-
icle so often reads like a romance, cavalier to the point of naivety in analysis of
realpolitik but presenting through its interlaced narrative of war and adventure
a splendid array of examples of chivalrous and courtly values in action. He was
cleatly not much interested in princely power as a principle, but the princes in
whose names the wars that he described were fought naturally loom large in
his book. Significantly, those to whom his admiration went out most instinc-
tively were those who were also the most skilled at posturing in the chivalrous
mode, Edward III, the Black Prince in his prime, Gaston Fébus of Foix. It is
no accident that they were among the most successful and influential rulers and
commanders of their time, and the best served.

3 The Songe du vergieris pethaps most readily consulted in the Revue du moyen dge latin 12 (1957); but see
also Le songe du vergier, ed. Schnerb-Liévre.
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CHAPTER IO

COURT PATRONAGE AND
INTERNATIONAL GOTHIC

Paul Binski

NEW REGIMES OF PATRONAGE: AVIGNON AND ITALY

By one reading, the hallmark of the development of Gothic art in the later
Middle Ages is not internationalism — the major pan-European styles, whether
Romanesque, Byzantine or Gothic of the previous centuries all had an inter-
national dimension — but rather extraordinary diversity. The major factor
behind this diversification was the emergence of new regimes of patronage,
for while the courts of western Europe continued their signal role in commis-
sioning major works of art and architecture, the role of patronage in the newly
powerful cities was growing inexorably. Though we can point to significant
urban centres in the thirteenth century, for example Paris, London and Rome,
the plethora of urban patronage in such cities as Cologne, Prague, Siena and
Bruges in the next century entailed both more vigorous art production and a
wider range of stylistic possibilities. Ecclesiastical patronage also retained
much of its vitality throughout the century. At Cologne, the archbishops pre-
sided over the completion of their new French-inspired cathedral with stained
glass and Franco-Italian panel paintings, creating a distinctive urban idiom of
Gothic art quite comparable to the achievements of civic Italy. In England the
incomparably wealthy dioceses continued to see significant building activity in
the new showy Decorated Style, itself summarised most splendidly by the
Benedictines at Ely (plate 1). Throughout western Europe too, the impact of
mendicant architecture as developed in the spacious churches of southern
France, notably Toulouse, was now sensed further afield, as for example in
Germany.

Itis especially characteristic of the new climate of experiment and exchange
that the century witnessed the rise of centres whose importance was
ephemeral. One such was Avignon in southern France, to which Clement V
moved during his pontificate (1305—14). This upheaval signalled the triumph
of French hegemony over the papacy and, in effect, the end of significant art
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patronage in Rome for nearly two centuries. Avignon, the papal palace and
cathedral of which were decorated by artists of Italian background and train-
ing, attests to the rising European importance of art nurtured in Italian centres
whose importance was waxing at Rome’s expense, principally Siena, Florence
and Naples. With the diaspora of talent from Rome, each of these cities played
host to Italian fresco and panel painters of the calibre of Cavallini, Giotto and
Simone Martini who did so much to create the new aesthetic outlook of four-
teenth-century western European art. Simone, drawn from Siena towatds the
end of his life, in fact died in Avignon in 1344.

Avignon found itself in the position of those earlier political centres,
notably Constantinople and Aachen, which had borne the burden of Rome’s
mythology. The establishment of the papal curia at Avignon reflected the trend
towards fixed centres of government already apparent in the thirteenth
century in Paris and London. But its real importance as more than a provincial
city was short-lived. Avignon never emerged as an especially formative centre
of patronage, so much as a short-lived foyer for the meeting of international
idioms of English, French or, more usually, central Italian extraction. For the
first time we find popes like John XXII (1316—34) commissioning English
painters and masons for papal commissions, notably his tomb at Avignon,
similar to that of Edward II (d. 1327) at Gloucester. But only one pope,
Clement VI (1342—52), consolidated the permanent presence of the popes at
Avignon by completing the construction and decoration of the papal palace.
Like so many fourteenth-century patrons, his contribution was idiosyncratic.
His bedroom in the new and spectacular Palais des Papes, the so-called
Chambre du Cetf, is painted with a dazzlingly profane encyclopaedia of
methods of hunting and fishing, set in lush woodland, and dotted with bare-
bottomed putti (plate 2). The subject-matter, at once an allusion to the antique
garden painting of vefusta Roma and to the seigneurial culture of the Roman de
la Rose, was echoed in the interiors of the contemporary royal residence in
Paris, the Hotel de Saint-Pol, under Charles V (1364—80), but its scenic
presentation already owes much to Italian fresco decoration. It stands as a fine
if whimsical introduction to the artistic eclecticism, both modern and con-
sciously conservative, of the petiod.!

Avignon, though only indirectly influential elsewhere, symbolises the emet-
gence of unexpected centres of patronage which benefited from the move-
ment of artists and ideas. Of these, Prague was to be the most exotic, and we
shall examine it in the context of dynastic art. Naples under the Angevins had
also earlier benefited from the Roman diaspora. Cavallini, Giotto and Simone

! For John XXII see Bony (1979), p. 65; for Avignon, Enaud (1971); Laclotte and Thiébaut (1983); see
also Paris (1981), no. 325. In addition see Gardner (1992).
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Martini were all employed there after 1310, and seem to have carried with them
their Roman, Florentine and Sienese idioms. In this sense Naples was the true
heir to Roman clerical and Tuscan commercial patronage. But Giotto (d. 1337),
who was court painter to Robert II of Naples by 1330 and also a Guelf sym-
pathiser, is also known while in Naples to have painted a subject called the
‘Nine Heroes’, based upon a text composed by a bishop of Licge earlier in
the century, and an example of the type of Franco-Flemish romance culture
of the heroic now fashionable in northern aristocratic circles. His later work
for the Visconti in Milan had much the same heroic yet international and ver-
nacular character.

Giotto’s workshop remained immensely influential within Italy, not so much
because of the impact of the Arena Chapel which he decorated for the
Scrovegni family ¢. 1305 (for this was closed for part of the century with the
exile of that family from Padua) but rather because Giotto’s team worked at
San Francesco at Assisi, th