PAGE  
4 | CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 11

THE LATER MIDDLE AGES: 

CRISIS AND DISINTEGRATION IN 
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_____________________________
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

The fourteenth century was an era of crisis.  A “little ice” age led to famine, but a greater disaster followed: the Black Death.  The bubonic plague was spread by black rats’ fleas, carrying the bacterium Yersina pestis, while the pneumonic variety was transmitted through the air from person to person. It originated in Asia and reached Europe in 1347.  In a few years up to 50 percent of the population died, with higher mortality rates in urban areas.  It returned every few years for centuries. 


Reactions differed.  Some escaped into alcohol, sex, and crime.  Others, believing the Black Death to be a punishment from God, attempted to atone for their sins through self-inflicted pain. The Jews became scapegoats. In the wake of the Black Death, artists frequently portrayed subjects of death and decay based on the ars moriendi, or the art of dying, as exemplified by Francesco Traini’s fresco, The Triumph of Death.  People fled, carrying the plague with them. The resulting labor shortage could benefit peasants, although the demand for products was also reduced. When the ruling classes reduced wage rates there were peasant revolts. The ruling classes quelled the revolts, but social upheaval continued to plague the post-plague world.  

Wars were also part of the crisis, notably the Hundred Years’ War between England and France.  In 1328 the French Capetian line ended. England’s Edward III (d.1377) claimed the French throne, but a cousin to the Capetians, Philip of Valois, became king (d.1350). War soon began. Armored knights on horseback were the backbone of medieval armies, but English peasants using the longbow had begun to change the face of war. It was the beginning of the Infantry Revolution, reversing the trend of cavalry dominating the battlefield since the days of Rome.  When the French king was captured, a treaty was signed in 1360: France agreed to pay ransom, the English received land in France, and Edward renounced his claim to the throne. Using guerilla tactics, the French regained their lands, but in 1415 England’s Henry V (d.1422) invaded. The French cause was saved by Joan of Arc (d.1431), a young peasant woman, who claimed to have been told by an angel and saints that she should offer her support to the dauphin, the heir to the throne. Her leadership inspired the French, who also began to rely on cannon, and by 1453 France had won. 


During Edward III’s reign, the English Parliament gained control over taxes, increasing its power.  In France, however, the Estates-General failed to achieve the same influence. Competing aristocratic factions also divided both kingdoms. In Germany, dukedoms and city-states went their own way, independent of the Holy Roman Emperor, itself an elective and largely powerless office.  Italy was divided into small kingdoms in the south, the Papal States in central Italy, and several city-states in the north, notably the duchy of Milan and the oligarchic republics of Florence and Venice. Warfare was endemic. 


The papacy declined.  Confrontation between France’s Philip IV (d.1314) and Pope Boniface VIII led to the removal of the papacy to Avignon on France’s border in 1305.  From 1377 there were two competing popes.  Some argued that a general council, not the pope, should rule the church, and conciliarism eventually ended the Great Schism. There was a preoccupation with death and salvation. Some turned to good works, others to mysticism and devotional movements.  The scholastics’ confidence in reason was attacked: God’s existence could only be “proved” by faith.


Vernacular literature was exemplified in Italy by Dante, Boccaccio, and Petrarch, in England by Chaucer, and in France by Christine de Pizan. In art, Giotto explored three-dimensional realism.  The impact of the plague led to urban public health regulations, to younger marriages, and to a greater division of gender roles under the assumption that women were the weaker gender, based in part on religious doctrine (since Eve gave in to the temptations of the devil). Technological developments included the perfection of the clock and eyeglasses, and paper began to replace parchment (many of these technologies, like the plague, also came from Asia, China in particular). Finally, the development of gunpowder blew the Middle Ages into history.

SUGGESTED TOPICS

1. Disease and History: The Example of the Black Death

2. The Impact of War on Medieval Society: Example of the Hundred Years' War and Subsequent 

Peasant Revolts

a) In addition to the obviously sacrifice of blood and treasure, war and rebellion can have a profound influence on the development of societies.  The Hundred Years War is a good example.  One of the most important impacts was the beginning of what historian Geoffrey Parker called the Infantry Revolution.  Since the European adoption of the stirrup, the mounted knight was the king of the battlefield.  An armored knight on horseback, armed with a lance, was nearly unstoppable by a peasant army, regardless of what they were armed with.  The sight of hundreds of glinting knight, coupled with the thundering of hooves and know that those hooves are going to trample you if the lance tip doesn’t get you first, led most infantry armies to break and flee before the cavalry even reached them.  Bows didn’t provide enough force to penetrate armor, and though the crossbow could, it’s short range and low rate of fire meant that crossbowmen would have time to loose one volley before the cavalry were upon them.  This preeminence of the knight also meant the preeminence of the noble on the battlefield, for only the wealthy could afford armor, horses, stables, and everything else needed to maintain a knight’s equipment.  The Infantry Revolution changed all that.  Crecy and Agincourt showed what a handful of peasant archers could do with a new weapon; the English Longbow.  For the cost of training, equipping, and maintaining single knight armies could instead have a small unit of longbow men who could easy bring down many knights due to the longbow’s range, rate of fire, and ability to penetrate armor.  The day of the knight, and of the noble as the king of the battlefield, was over.  Armies shifted from a backbone of small, elite knights to larger and larger units of peasants with longbows, and eventually muskets and rifles.  The switch to the preeminence of infantry had a dramatic effect on society; larger armies meant more men needed for military service in times of war, resulting in conscription, or longer terms of service.  Governments needed increased logistical systems to maintain larger and larger armies, as well as larger tax systems to generate the funds.  It also meant that larger portions of the population had military training and experience in war, making it easier for public dissent to lead to rebellion.  As the elite gave way to the common on the battlefield, so too did it begin to give way in society, politics, and economics.

3. The Decline of Papal Authority and Its Impact on Church-State Relations

4. The Great Schism and Its Socio-political and Socio-cultural Repercussions

5. The Impact of Technology:  Medieval Inventions and Their Effect on European Beliefs and Values

6. Joan of Arc: Mysticism, Royal Credulity, Dynastic Politics, and the Formation of France

7. Late Medieval Medicine, Theory and Practice

a) Medieval medicine was, well, medieval.  Far from being a result of “loosing” classical knowledge, medieval medicine was in fact based on what the Greeks thought they had discovered.  Because Christianity held such reverence for the dead it was absolutely forbidden to dissect corpses in an effort to understand the human body and how it functioned, thus most medical practices developed along lines similar to scholasticism; use logic and reason within the boundaries of prior knowledge and church doctrine.  As a result, human health was believed to be cause by the relationship between the Four Humors; blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile.  When balanced, a person was healthy, when unbalanced, a person fell into one of four conditions based on which fluid was out of balance; sanguine (blood), choleric (yellow bile), melancholy (black bile), and phlegmatic (phlegm).  Because ill helath was caused by an imbalance in these fluids, the way to cure sickness was to restore that balance, one way to do so was bloodletting – draining blood from the patient via leeches or small cuts.  Once enough blood had been drained the balance was restored and the patient should recover.  These procedures were conducted by churgeons (from whence we get our word “surgeon”) and barbers (yes, the people who cut hair, aren’t they good with scissors and blades?).  It wasn’t until the Renaissance that individuals began, against the laws of the church and the king, to explore the human body.  One such clandestine researcher was none other than Leonardo da Vinci, whose sketches and drawings of the human body are still well known today, especially his Vitruvian Man. 
8. Vernacular Writers in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries

a) Dante Alighieri: Though most famous for Inferno, Dante’s Divine Comedy was a significant contribution to western literature and Christianity because it was one of the first attempts outside the Bible to try and describe Heaven, Hell, and eternal reward.  When folks today joke or comment about the lowest circles of hell, or torments matching some frowned on behavior they are actually channeling Dante.  What he did was take a very abstract Christian concept and flesh it out to the point that his vision has in some ways become what many Christians think the afterlife is like.  Of course, it’s worth keeping in mind that when a guy gets involved in politics, picks the losing side, gets exiled, and writes a book where he journeys to hell and sees all those who “wronged” him there, while being shown around heaven by a woman he’s had a crush on for his entire life, one can’t help but wonder if Dante was a bit juvenile.
b) Giovanni Boccacio:  Boccaccio’s Decameron is one of the first pieces of western literature to explore the course and consequences of the Black Death.  The Decameron is a collection of tales, similar to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, and allows readers to view the 14th century through the eyes of a contemporary.  As a friend and correspondent of Petrarch, Boccacio is among the first humanist writers.

c) Francesco Petrarch: An Italian poet and considered one of the great scholars of his age, Petrarch searched monasteries and libraries all over the Italian peninsula for texts and manuscripts from Greece and Rome.  His research and writing contributed to the development of humanism and paved the way for the Renaissance.
d) Geoffrey Chaucer: Born to a prosperous merchant family in London, Chaucer penned several works before writing his most famous, The Canterbury Tales.  The Tales are a collection of stories told by the various members of a group of pilgrims to pass the time as they journey to Canterbury to the tomb of Thomas Becket.  Each tale is in part a reflection of the person telling it.  The knight, for example, tells a tale of chivalry, honor, combat, and fair maidens.  Because the traveling group is so diverse the book is a glimpse into English society at all levels.  Though a bit crude in language in some tales, other tales are funny enough that they can make the reader laugh out loud.
e) Jean Froissart: Born in the Holy Roman Empire, Froissart served as both an author and a historian.  His most famous work, the Chronicles, record the history of the Hundred Years War and is one of the most comprehensive accounts of that conflict.  The original manuscript is also famous for its artwork, especially the illustrations of major events in the narrative.  Lastly, Froissart’s work reemphasized the chivalric code of the Middle Ages.
MAP EXERCISES 

1. Spread of the Black Death. MAP 11.1.  What areas were largely spared from the impact of the 

plague, and was geography, including distance from the eastern Mediterranean, the primary explanation?   

(p. 302, in the section A Time of Troubles: Black Death and Social Crisis)

2. The Hundred Years’ War. MAP 11.2.  Compare the lands in France controlled in England in 1360 with 

those held in 1429.  How do they differ?  What part did geographical proximity to England as well as the 

regions in France historically and traditionally under English control play in England’s successes during 

the war?  (p. 310, in the section War and Political Instability) 

RELEVANT WEBSITES/RESOURCES

1. Medieval France Documents: 

http://history.hanover.edu/project.php#ma  
An excellent site in the Hanover College history series offering an array of primary documents and links on the Middle Ages, especially the period of the Crusades.
2. The World of Dante:

http://www.worldofdante.org/
Thorough site covering major points of Dante’s Inferno.

3. Journal of the Plague Year:
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/376
Daniel Defoe, who is more famous for his novel Robinson Crusoe, wrote Journal of the Plague Year.  It is one of the earliest English novels, and gives a fictional first-person account of what it was like to endure the Bubonic Plague when it ravaged London.
4. Technology and the Hundred Years War:
http://www.britannica.com/technology/military-technology/The-infantry-revolution-c-1200-1500
An extensive article, written for a general audience, that explains the various new military technologies that developed during the Hundred Years War and influenced not only that war, but military history ever since.
5. Internet Medieval Sourcebook:

http://legacy.fordham.edu/Halsall/sbook.asp
A collection of thousands of primary documents spread across the entirety of the Middle Ages both chronologically, geographically, and thematically.
RELEVANT VIDEOS 
1. Crash Course World History: Disease:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1PLBmUVYYeg
This short clip examines the impact of diseases and epidemics on the course of human history with special attention paid to the Bubonic Plague of the 14th century.
2. The Past, Present, and Future of the Bubonic Plague:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ySClB6-OH-Q
This short TED-Ex clip explains why even though Yersinia Pestis still exists today, the Black Death won’t wipe out half the world’s population.
3. Dante’s Divine Comedy:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=679FGDpZBew&list=PLB99716927DC94F0C
Yale Courses offers the lectures of an entire course dedicated to The Divine Comedy, Dante, and the world in which he wrote.  With over 20 lectures in the playlist, students will easily find more than they could possible want to know about Dante’s trip through Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven.
4. Cengage Learning Western Civilization YouTube Channel:

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC7z4PXzzi9c8Yng-xKmVziA/featured
HISTORICAL SITES

1. Battle of Agincourt:

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Centre+Historique+Medieval/@50.4631126,2.1258129,357m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m12!1m6!3m5!1s0x47dda6778894853f:0xc058c06db85cd218!2sCentre+Historique+Medieval!8m2!3d50.4631585!4d2.1273217!3m4!1s0x47dda6778894853f:0xc058c06db85cd218!8m2!3d50.4631585!4d2.1273217?hl=en
The closest one can get to the battlefield without actually going to France is through Google Maps.  This birds-eye view of the battlefield is little more than an open field with a small history center to the east, however, the street running along the battlefield – the Rue de Archers – hints at why this seemingly benign field is an important place in European history.
2. Avignon:
https://www.google.com/culturalinstitute/beta/streetview/historic-center-of-avignon/6gEKljUVP9qUmA
The city center of Avignon, location of one of the popes during the Great Schism.
3. Canterbury:
https://www.google.com/maps/@51.2791027,1.0824115,3a,75y,126.26h,91.21t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1s-oCpsZ-KcH3k%2FVqjQ091WijI%2FAAAAAAABOl4%2Fz2X_A2lkVZY8z8cys6oBywlqw5wegHxZACLIB!2e4!3e11!6s%2F%2Flh4.googleusercontent.com%2F-oCpsZ-KcH3k%2FVqjQ091WijI%2FAAAAAAABOl4%2Fz2X_A2lkVZY8z8cys6oBywlqw5wegHxZACLIB%2Fw203-h101-n-k-no%2F!7i10000!8i5000!6m1!1e1?hl=en
A small town with a lot of history, Canterbury is not only the seat of the Archbishop of Canterbury – one of the most significant figures in English history – but also the destination of the pilgrims in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.
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