The final volume of 7he New Canbridge Medieval History covers the last
century (interpreted broadly) of the traditional western Middle Ages.
Often seen as a time of doubt, decline and division, the period is
shown here as one of considerable innovation and development,
much of which resulted from a conscious attempt by contemporaries
to meet the growing demands of society and to find practical solutions
to the social, religious and political problems which beset it.

The volume consists of four sections. Patt I focuses on both the
ideas and other considerations which guided men as they sought good
government, and on the practical development of representation. Part
II deals with aspects of social and economic development at a time of
change and expansion. Part III discusses the importance of the life of
the spirit: religion, education and the arts. Moving from the general to
the particular, Part IV concerns itself with the history of the countries
of Europe, emphasis being placed on the way that centralised (often
monarchical) power developed, thus giving rise to the growth of the
nation-states of the ‘early modern’ world.
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PREFACE

MUCH has happened in the development of historical study in the two genera-
tions which have elapsed since the tardy publication, in 1936, of the final
volume of the original Cambridge Medieval History, to which the present volume
is successot. More so than was the case sixty years ago, the histotian today is a
member of an ever-broadening international community, a development
which is itself part of the greater internationalisation of society. Increasingly,
the preoccupations of the historian take him beyond the boundaties, local,
provincial or national, in which he normally works. Not only has he access to
an ever-increasing number of books and periodicals which bring him knowl-
edge and ideas from communities the world over. In an age of easier travel, he
has opportunities to meet fellow specialists at conferences, whose published
proceedings (if he cannot attend in person) he is often able to read, thus
helping him keep up with current thinking and research. Furthermore, the
results of his labours are given greater value by his conscious assimilation of
the specialised knowledge of other disciplines (literature, art, philosophy for
example) and other methodologies (such as those of the social scientist) which
have given him a broader and better understanding of the past.

Such developments have greatly extended the horizons of modern historical
scholarship. These have also been reflected in the way that much history is now
taught, particularly in universities. The popularity of courses encompassing
more than one of the traditional academic disciplines has forced teachers and
researchers to look at their subjects or periods of interest within broader
frameworks than might have been the case years ago. Add to this an awakening
European consciousness and a growing willingness to consider the whole
spectrum of European history, in both its unity and its diversity, as a field of
comparison and contrast, and we have the conditions appropriate for the study
of comparative history ready at hand.

The changes of approach can quickly be seen by comparing the contents of
this volume with that published in 1936. Never mind the fact that this volume is

xvii
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xviii Preface

longer than its predecessor, and that the number of countries or states given a
chapter to themselves has increased. More important is the fact that the
number of chapters dealing with themes on a broadly European level has
doubled. This undetlines how the willingness and ability of historians to con-
sider questions of this kind and in this way has greatly increased over the years.
The decision to place the sixteen ‘thematic’ chapters (parts I, IT and I1I) before,
rather than after, those concerned with the development of the European
states, the principal theme running through the fourth and final part of this
History, is founded on the belief that both men and politics are part of a wider
world picture which encompasses ideas, political, religious, cultural and artistic,
as well as economic and social change and development. Before a subject or a
period can be fully appreciated, something of its aspirations and culture must
be understood. It is with this in mind, rather than with any intention of down-
grading the individual political history of the states of Europe, that the more
usual order of presenting history (‘politics first, culture second’) has been
reversed.

Two concluding points may be made. The final century of the traditional
Middle Ages has long suffered from being seen as a period of decay and decline
which, in the eyes of some, inevitably required major changes to set the world
‘on course’ again. Such a view, however, has not unduly deterred a whole
generation of researchers who have witnessed a significant shift of interest
towards the late Middle Ages, and whose work has greatly enriched our under-
standing of fifteenth-century society. All over Europe, research has revealed an
age of important, indeed dynamic, achievements, some of which are the
outcome of earlier advances, others seeing their fulfilment only in the century
to come. While the short-term, narrowly focused study can be of the greatest
significance, the approach represented by this volume requires a willingness to
see development in more than one field in terms of the longue durée.

It requires, too, that while each chapter (particularly those in part IV) should
be separate and free-standing, each should also be regarded as part of an
attempt to present Burope as a whole, rather than as a collection of individual
entities. Here the approach by comparison and contrast, propetly used, may be
particularly fruitful. The ability to explain similar developments, like the skill in
accounting for different ones, is something which may reasonably be asked of
the historian. Itis also a way of seeing what is both important and interesting in
the history of Europe during a century which, far from being a dead end, was
to complete what had been begun eatrlier and set in train what would be com-
pleted later.
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GOVERNMENT
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CHAPTER 1

POLITICS: THEORY AND PRACTICE

Jean-Philippe Genet

EUROPE DOMINATED BY WAR

IN the summer of 1415 Henry V, king of England, invaded northern France. It
might have been another of the lightning booty-raids of the previous century
(the last had occurred in 1388), but once again an English force, as it withdrew,
was overtaken by a French army in hot pursuit; once again, this time at
Agincourt, the French suffered a disastrous defeat. The battle was to be the
prelude to some forty years of watfare which brought both kingdoms in turn
to the edge of the abyss. Yet the battle’s importance is further highlichted by
the realisation that it was one of a seties which, within a petiod of a few years,
was to spark off wars destined to become a characteristic of the new century. In
1410 Fernando, regent of Castile, had captured Antequera from the Moors of
Granada, while in the same year the Teutonic knights had been routed at
Grunwald (Tannenberg) by a Polish—Lithuanian coalition. In 1411 Sultan
Stileyman eliminated his last dynastic rival at Kosmidion, thereby initiating the
rebuilding of the Ottoman Empire, which Tamerlane’s victory at the battle of
Ankara, some ten years eatlier, appeared to have permanently destroyed.

The list could be extended to form an unbroken line between the second
phase of the Hundred Years War and the first of the Italian Wars, by way of the
crusades against the Hussites and Charles the Bold’s struggle against Louis X1,
the Swiss, Lorraine and the Rhenish powers, quite apart from the civil conflicts
in France, England and Castile. The Italian peninsula enjoyed relative peace
only during the twenty or so years after the Peace of Lodi (1455), and between
1439 (the death of Albert IT) and 1486 (Maximilian’s partnership as ruler with
his father, Frederick 111 of Habsburg) imperial power was unable to prevent
internecine strife at the very heart of the Empire. In the east, two new powers,
Muscovy and, above all, the Ottoman Empire, were putting eastern Europe to
the sword.!

! Genet (1991).
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4 JEAN-PHILIPPE GENET

In an age dominated by war, fifteenth-century thinkers were obsessed with
peace, and sought ways and means to restore harmony to Europe, identified
with Christianity,® which, after the defeat suffered at Nicopolis (1396) was
deemed in mortal danger from the advancing Turks. From Honoré Bouvet’s
Avbre des batailles and Christine de Pisan’s Livre de la paix, by way of humanistic
orations and treatises which punctuated the Italian Wars to one of the young
Erasmus’s first compositions, such wotks pro pace proliferated until they
became a genre in their own right. The renewed outbreak of Anglo-French
hostilities had aroused the Council of Constance, and Sigismund, king of the
Romans, had undertaken a fruitless mission of peace (1416). Later in the
century, George of Podébrady, king of Bohemia, with the help of the human-

3in

ist, Antonio Marini, was to draw up a visionary ‘plan for a universal peace’,
fact merely a scheme for crushing the offensive of Pope Pius II (the humanist
Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini) against the Czech Utraquists. This was the very
same Pius who succeeded in galvanising into action some of the faithful to

mount a crusade, a scheme aborted by his own death.*

CATEGORIES OF POLITICAL POWER

Europe comprised an involved network of rival and competitive states. In his
Meémoires (the eatliest in a genre destined to achieve rapid popularity), Philippe
de Commynes, secking to draw upon his personal experience in order to
understand how ‘nations’ prospered or declined, depicted a ruthless world of
warring princes, some wise, others foolish, surrounded by their counsellors,
armed only with their knowledge of politics. The consequence in the fifteenth
century was obvious; the annihilation of many minor powers, and thus the
formation of a ‘simpler’ political map of Europe.® In western Christendom the
great kingdoms, whose political organisation had in large measure progressed
beyond the merely feudal, finally achieved stability. This had been reached in
the British Isles (with the exception of Ireland), where the kingdom of
Scotland was cohesive enough to withstand the lengthy captivity of its
monatch, James I, and an almost endless succession of minors on the throne.
France, once the English attempt at conquest had failed and the Burgundian
state had collapsed, was left stronger and more united than she had ever been.
Once Brittany was incorporated, if not integrated, into the kingdom in 1491,
there was only one important principality left by the time of Louis XII’s acces-
sion in 1498, that of the dukes of Bourbon, while the spoils from the houses of
Armagnac, Anjou (Anjou itself, Barrois, Provence) and Burgundy had enlarged
the kingdom. In Spain the union of the dynasties of Aragon and Castile

2 Hay (1968). 3 Messler (1973). * Housley (1992). > Tilly (1990).
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Politics: theory and practice 5

allowed the new monarchy to absorb the Moorish kingdom of Granada,
deemed so precious a political asset that it was speedily and brutally enhanced
by the expulsion of the Jews (1492) and of the mudejares (1499). Thus the first
‘modern states’ had attained their majority.

The tendency to concentrate authority was a general one and could also be
observed in those regions where other types of state pertained. At the end of
the century the Italian peninsula was essentially divided into six regional states,
only two of which, Savoy and Naples, had organisations comparable to those
of the monatchies of western Europe. Florence, Milan and Venice were, at
least to some extent, city-states, while during the fourteenth century the papal
states had created a model principality which was astonishingly advanced. In
the Empire, the promotion of dynastic marriages and the observance of rigid
rules against the division of patrimony strengthened territorial principalities in,
for example, Bavaria, Brandenburg, the Palatinate, Saxony and Wiirttemberg,
There the greatest successes were those recorded at the end of the century by
the emperor-elect, Maximilian, who managed both to unite all the Habsburg
territories and to realise his claims to a larger share of the Burgundian inheri-
tance (Flanders, Artois, Franche-Comté and lands in the Low Countries).
Maximilian, however, was always handicapped financially by the lack of a fiscal
system comparable to that of the ‘modern states™ his status was that of
supreme arbitrator in the conflicts and opposing interests of minor states.
These were not simply a host of principalities; they included towns and leagues
of towns, of nobles and of vatious communities, of which one at least, the
Swiss Confederation, had achieved de facto independence.

On the fringes of the Empire, in Scandinavia, Hungary, Poland and, at the
end of the century, even in Bohemia, yet another type of state was to be
found, which might be termed ‘extended’, since, at times, monarchical power
was embodied in a dynasty which transcended frontiers (Anjou, Luxemburg
and Jagietto); monarchies, certainly, but where royal power was curtailed by a
military nobility which was the real guardian of the nation’s consciousness
and made these states into ‘noble republics’. There the towns, from the
Hanseatic Bergen to the ‘Saxon’ towns of the Siebenburg, were often essen-
tially ‘foreign’, populated by Jews and/or Germans, and there, too, the peas-
antry tended to retreat from liberty into a ‘new’ serfdom. The fact that the
Jagielto family, through its different branches, extended its power from
Poland and Lithuania to Hungary and Bohemia should not lead to a mis-
understanding of the real nature of these states, which were sometimes pow-
erful in military terms.

The costs of war were enormous and rising, and once field artillery had
become indispensable, the cost was even further advanced. Spurred on by the
vital necessity to generate an ever-increasing amount of capital, in the second
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6 JEAN-PHILIPPE GENET

half of the thirteenth century the growing ‘modern states™

of western Europe
had developed a means of raising money which guaranteed more abundant
revenues than before:” national taxation, more ot less by consent, amassed for
warfare a growing percentage of their subjects’ income and goods. From 1449
France was to be provided with a permanent professional army by this means.®
This system of taxation allowed the ‘modern states’ to survive and prospet,
despite cut-throat opposition. Taxation was the diversion of private means for
the public good, and was plainly recognised as such; it was because the king
protected his subjects’ private assets that he could, in their own interest, ask
them to contribute to their defence in time of need. As the revenues of these
societies increased, so they functioned more effectively as states.”

It was in the ‘modern states’ of western Christendom that the ‘internal’
concentration of power developed most rapidly, since the relative efficiency of
their state machinery, however modest, made it possible to compete success-
tully both with those at the lower end of the power scale (the lords of the
manor) and with those of middling authority (the semi-autonomous towns
and principalities). Here judicial institutions, and therefore the law, played a
determining role.!” This development, which had reached different stages in
every country (being far advanced in England, less so in France, much less so in
the Iberian kingdoms), was more easily discernible in the ‘modern states’, yet
was also taking place, if at a slower rate, among the territorial principalities of
the Empire and in the Italian peninsula. Even so, a host of competing author-
ities were left to perpetuate those seeking to legitimise and justify their very
existence. These different levels of authority, superimposed one above the
other, combined, with the co-existence of various types of state, to produce in
Europe, in spite of the two-pronged impetus towards consolidation outlined
above, an extremely complex and varied power structure.

THE ELEMENTS OF POLITICAL DIALOGUE

The ‘modern states’ of western Christendom were characterised by the provi-
sion of substantial revenues detived from national taxation raised by consent.
The sine gua non of this type of financial system was the existence, and the satis-
factory functioning, of a certain level of dialogue between the prince and his
subjects, in general by way of representative institutions. Dialogue, political
intercourse between prince and subjects, was essential to the modern state, and
indeed inseparable from it, since it made taxation possible by legalising it. The

¢ Genet (1990), pp. 261-81, and (1992); Blockmans (1993).

7 Genet and Le Mené (1987); Bonney (1995). 8 Contamine (1992), pp. 198—208.
% Black (1992), pp. 186—91, discussing Guenée (1991) and Reynolds (1984).

10 Kaeuper (1988); Gouron and Rigaudiére (1988); Krynen and Rigaudiére (1992).
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theoretical basis of this dialogue was borrowed from law, principally Roman
law (the key concepts being necessity, consent and representation), from theol-
ogy (political society, the po/itia, as a mystical body of which the king was head),
and from classical philosophy (the very concept of the res publica, the bien
commun or commonweal). In the practice of dialogue, however, none of these
elements was setviceable in its original form. Thus, just as modern states had
borrowed the theoretical foundations of political dialogue so, too, they bot-
rowed the ways and means to put the theory into practice from institutions
already in existence — the Church or towns, particularly Italian city-states which
had already had to prove themselves as societies and bodies politic.

Both theory and practice needed adapting to the particular political society
of each state on at least two levels. Though official parlance might well conjure
up the vision of a collectivity aiming to include all adult males without dis-
crimination, in practice dialogue was limited to a restricted political society
which was actually consulted through representative institutions, the nobility
and urban oligarchies,!! but was dominated by the first whose outlook reflected
the feudal and military ethic. On a differentlevel, however, the dialogue was not
restricted to these groups. The charters of manumission granted to the English
rebels of 1381, the ordonnances which resulted from the demonstrations of the
Parisian populace led by the butcher, Simon Caboche, in 1413, and the privi-
leges granted by Mary of Burgundy in 1477 in response to the uprising by the
people of Ghent'? represented an enlargement of the political arena which
already had a long history in the towns of Italy.

These trends were noted by contemporaries, who realised how rivalries were
likely to lead to conflict. The tensions between the ‘national’ and the ‘interna-
tional’ (Christendom, let us say) wete recognised by theorists who, for example,
devoted time to defining what an ambassador was in legal terms.!® They were
evident, too, in works aimed at a more general readership, witness the following
conversation between an English and a French knight. To the Frenchman’s
remark that the Englishman was a sinner for waging an unjust war, the
Englishman replied that he considered just ‘everything commanded by the
prince on the advice of his prelates and barons’. “Then you are all sinners’,
retorted the Frenchman."* Howevet, in an age when power was increasingly
concentrated in the hands of the ‘prince’ (who might be an anointed king, a
successftul condottiere or a crafty signore), it needed a perceptive observer to note
the differences between the societies and regimes which they governed.
Fifteenth-century man marvelled at the rise and fall of ‘princes’, the theme of
‘Fortune’ enjoying an astonishing vogue. The character and magnificence of

1 Contamine (1989); Bulst and Genet (1988).
2 I ordonnance cabochienne; Blockmans (1985). > Arabeyre (1990).
4 In Gerson, Opera omnia, 1v, cols. 844—9, quoted by Guenée (1987), pp. 295—7.
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8 JEAN-PHILIPPE GENET

princes, their virtues and vices, the degree of trust and loyalty they deserved,
the defence, in the face of princely claims, of ‘usages, customs and liberties’
were the focus of much discussion. Modern state or not, it was the prince who
polarised political opinions, dialogue and outlook.

THE SYMBOLISM OF POLITICS

Since the dialogue was public, and political society embraced groups whose
level of culture was not high, any review of the history of political ideas and
attitudes must avoid focusing too much on the ‘great works’ written for a cit-
cumscribed elite; as important is the study of their circulation and the intellec-
tual milieu from which they derived.!> The dissemination of a political message
did not depend on words alone; coins, medals, seals, flags and emblems were
ubiquitous and pregnant with meaning. Those celestial symbols, the French
royal lilies which could be seen everywhere, were, because of their blue and
gold hue (firstin the hierarchy of colours), symbolic of the elect who could not
be touched without sactilege or /se majesté.'® Every king, every prince had his
own ‘political” church, starting with that housing the tombs of his dynasty:
Westminster, Saint-Denis, the Charterhouses of Champmol, near Dijon,
Miraflores, Toledo cathedral and Batalha all testify to an identical concern.
Complex iconographical schemes established therein a physical, visual,
instantly perceptible link between a dynasty, its divine protectors and a whole
gamut of religious and political principles.

Rites and ceremonies also played their part. Epitomising power, witnessed
by an attentive audience, they became complex rituals, given tangible expres-
sion as dramatic presentations overlaid with symbolism. As both Joan of Arc
and her contemporary, the Englishman, John, duke of Bedford, both fully real-
ised, the anointing of the king of France gave legitimacy to his royalty in a
visible and indisputable form. Royal progresses were occasions for celebra-
tions. The ritual of the French king’s entrée turned into a sort of Corpus Christi
procession, when the king processed beneath a canopy exactly as did the Body
of Christ, whose feast was one of the great liturgical inventions of the late
Middle Ages which, what is more, had taken on civic, and therefore political,
connotations.!” In France the /i# de justice became a more and more impressive
occasion, providing oppotrtunities for presenting the state in all its pomp, the
monarch occupying centre stage.'® Even the most complicated political theol-
ogy, the concept of the king’s two bodies, was demystified by being acted out in
public. In a royal funeral cortége the monarch’s mortal remains were accompa-

15 Skinner (1978), pp. X—XL. 16 Beaune (1985), pp. 233-63; see Pastoureau (n.d.), pp. 22—4.

7 Guenée and Lehoux (1968), pp. 15—18; Rubin (1991). '8 Hanley (1983); Vale (1974).
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nied by a magnificent effigy to show that, although the king was dead, he was
none the less immortal, since a king never died.!” In all these great rituals,
revolving around the king’s person, the spectators’ role was allotted to the
people. Some of these ceremonies brought the prince into very close proximity
with his subjects, even the lowliest of them: on important liturgical feast days
the dukes of Brabant shared their meal with hundreds of the poor and, when
in Brussels at Pentecost, with the city’s weavers.? State and civil ritual was fre-
quently combined, thus enabling the guilds of London to play a key role in
English royal progresses and ceremonies. Such dramatic events stirred the
emotions and memories, and gave to those participating the feeling of belong-
ing to a single political society.

Things were different on the Italian peninsula.®! There, princes, lacking the
authority derived from feudal roots, had to turn to their advantage those festi-
vals and ceremonies through which, in an insecure world, cities affirmed their
identity. When the doge of Venice lit a candle on the high altar of St Mark’s
basilica on 25 April each year, he was demonstrating both the sacred nature of
his office and the close ties between the city and its patron saint. All Italian
cities had similar kinds of festivals at all levels of society, the carnival being a
particulatly flourishing ritual with its emphasis on ‘the world turned upside
down’, hence on egalitarianism.

By introducing changes into the traditional processions in Florence,
Lorenzo the Magnificent undermined the republican order by downgrading
the position of the patricians, the pillars of society, as well as by encouraging
the carnival’s excesses. Since, in a non-feudal society, it was pointless to stress
the ‘contract’ between the prince and his subjects, a different theme was
emphasised: the mystery and secrecy surrounding his authority, the source of
both his strength and wisdom, testimony and consequence of his wisdom.
Hence was devised a subtle interplay between the vita activa and the vita contem-
plativa, a concept still in its infancy among the monarchies of western Europe.
The object of Mantegna’s carefully thought out symbolism in 7he Gonzago
Conrt, painted in Mantua between 1465 and 1475 and undoubtedly based on a
scheme taken from Pliny’s Panegyricus to Trajan, was to show that the prince
alone was the embodiment of good government, while at the same time he
retained an enigmatic quality, the prerequisite of that government, which could
not be revealed to his subjects.”

19 Kantorowicz (1957), pp. 422—3. 2 Uyttebrouck (1992).
2 Muir (1981); Trexler (1980); see Klapisch-Zuber (1985). 2 Arasse (1985).
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TEXTS AND SPEECHES: POLITICAL THEORY AND PRACTICE

It would be a mistake to believe that only educated elites read and understood
texts; in the same way the pictures, gestures and spoken words known to us are
indicative of more than a mass oral culture. Some rituals showed evidence of
erudition. The entrée of Charles VIII into Vienne in 1490 demonstrated how
images and concepts taken from Italian humanism were being introduced:
Hercules personified the French king liberating the garden of Atlas from a
serpent resembling the dragon, ‘that wishes to reside in Brittany’.** Conversely,
other works had a populat appeal. Lollardy and Hussitism gave birth to a vet-
nacular literature targeted less at converts themselves than at those responsible
for their systematic instruction. In 1450, English rebels had at least two
notaries draw up copies of their demands, and it is known that Sir John Fastolf
sent a servant to obtain one. Even rebel princes conducted advance publicity in
the form of letters and proclamations. Political propaganda was becoming a
well-established practice, with its own techniques, of which one was the use of
the written word. Political prophecy, often irrational, helped to stit up the
debate about government; astrology was a princely enthusiasm, and the pro-
liferation of mystics beating supposedly divine messages, of whom Joan of
Arc was the most remarkable, was a characteristic of this age.

Speeches, in particular sermons, could convey unequivocal declarations of
political thought. At the start of an English parliamentary session, members
were treated to a speech-sermon by the chancellor, usually an ecclesiastic,?
while those attending the opening of the French estates general might hear
allocutions from such distinguished persons as Jean Juvénal des Ursins.” Nor
was the practice unknown whereby the Reihstag would be addressed, such as it
was by the pope’s representative, Nicholas of Cusa at Frankfurt in 1442.%

The ‘political speeches’ thus delivered, sometimes in the heat of debate,
often expressed political ideas.?” Some, such as those of Jean Gerson, were
written down and circulated; a version of the address given by Jean Petit to
justify the assassination of Louis of Otleans on behalf of John, duke of
Burgundy, was later to be included in Enguerrand de Monstrelet’s chronicle.?®
These, and many others, reveal close links with theoretical texts which, without
being direct descendants of political ideas, bear witness to the vigour of their
circulation. ‘In the first place the sovereign people created kings by its vote’,
pronounced Philippe Pot, echoing ‘a king exists by the will of the people’ (rex

% Guenée and Lehoux (1968), pp. 295—306. 2% Chtimes (1936).

% Juvénal des Ursins, Ecrifs politiques, 11, pp. 409—49.

2 Dentsche Reichstagsakten, xv:z, pp. 639—46 and 874—6; xvi:2, pp. 407—32 and 539—43; see also
Angermeier (1984); Isenmann (1990). 21 Masselin, fournal, pp. 147—57.

2 Guenée (1992).
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est a populi voluntate) of John of Paris, while the traditional metaphor of the
body politic proved ever-popular with those who wished to express ideas polit-
ical and social in theitr meaning.”

This language, springing from many roots, showed great diversity. Political
literature and political philosophy can be traced back to the ‘rediscovery’ of
Aristotle in the late thirteenth century which provided theologians contempo-
rary with the birth of the ‘modern state’ with the concepts and vocabulary nec-
essaty to describe and elaborate this new category of European experience,
politics. Yet, while the influence of thinkers of that age, Thomas Aquinas and
Giles of Rome, was still dominant, the language was not strong enough (with
the exception of the word ‘political’, derived from Greek polis, so that the
adjective finally eclipsed the Latin noun, po/itia)™ to have engendered a frame-
work of ideas common to all members of political society. In a Europe of
varied political experiences, several political languages co-existed in parallel,
their idioms employed by powerful groups, the Church and the universities on
the one hand, the legal professions on the other. There was a third area where
the desire to communicate with the public was paramount, and where men
versed in law and theology were frequently found, that of literary genres
proper in all their rich diversity. In none did political language enjoy genuine
autonomy: since it occupied a subordinate position, it varied according to the
area’s main preoccupations. Each must be examined in turn to see how political
ideas developed in relation to those preoccupations, special attention being
paid to possible points of contact between them.?!

THEOLOGY AND POLITICS

Clerics and ecclesiastics who had completed their university studies in the
faculty of arts had become acquainted with the political works of Antiquity:
Cicero, Plato and, after about 1265, Aristotle, whose complete Po/itica had
become available, along, in the years to come, with many distinguished com-
mentaries.’? To the theologian, politics were but part of a series of more
complex problems, and it was mainly through the questions in their biblical
commentaries and the Senzences of Peter Lombard that their political thinking
crystallised. It was mainly in moments of exceptional circumstances or ctisis
that the theologians produced their ideas. William of Ockham, for example,
wrote as a direct consequence of his period of asylum at the court of Louis of
Bavaria; the bull Unam sanctam and treatises of the genre De potestate papae were
the product of claims and counter-claims to sovereignty on behalf of Papacy

¥ Juvénal des Ursins, Ecrits politiques, 11, p. 444; Cusanus, Concordantia, 111, p. 41.

% Rubinstein (1987). 31 Carlyle and Carlyle (1903—36); Burns (1988); Ullmann (1974).

32 Flieler (1992a) and (1992b).
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ot monarchy,*® while the Great Schism produced a huge literature of its own,
much of it strongly political in character. The assassination of Louis of
Otleans in 1407 had led theologians such as Gerson and Petit to tackle the
problem of tyrannicide. In consequence of the rivalty between the
Jagiellonians and the Teutonic Otder, the Dominican, Johann Falkenberg,
refused to admit that the Lithuanians’ conversion to Catholicism was sincete,
and so he came to perceive the Jagiellonian king as a tyrant to be overthrown;
the same rivalry led the Pole, Paulus Vladimiri, to uphold the opposing view
before the Council of Constance.* But their ideas cannot be understood
simply as texts; the point of departure must be the core issues of contempo-
rary theology,® since it was the attitudes adopted in these debates which deter-
mined the contributions of theologians to the political issues of the time. The
origins of these debates largely go back to the late thirteenth and eatly four-
teenth centuries.

When Aquinas had attempted to reconcile faith and reason, Greco-Arabic
knowledge and Christian theology, his efforts had been tejected by many since
they appeared to reduce divine omnipotence to a mechanical role in the history
of the universe.’ This rejection and a desire to redefine the divine potentia abso-
Inta had made a different approach necessaty, particulatly to resolve two prob-
lems: on the one hand, that of knowledge (hence the distinction between
‘realists’ and ‘nominalists’) and, on the other, that of sin, free will and pre-
destination.’” Ockham is often linked with the intellectuals who frequented the
court of Louis of Bavaria to oppose the Papacy,”® and in particular with
Marsilius of Padua (the author of Defensor pacis, 1324) although the latter had
very different views. Two major concepts were reaffirmed in the Bavarian cru-
cible. The first was the absolute autonomy of political over religious authority;
since, in theory at least, the sovereign’s power detived from the choice or will of
the people, states and political organisms in general appeared completely
natural; neither their law nor justice required legitimation, as they were based
solely on the legitimacy, purely positive, of the state itself. Marsilius rejected the
very principle of any spiritual authority whatsoever. The second idea was that it
was the citizens/subjects who constituted the state, which was nothing other
than the collectivity of its citizens. The concept of the political community
(parallel to that of the Church) took as its origin the individuals who composed
it and who had, formally or not, chosen a particular type of government.”

Ockham and Marsilius were read and imitated until the eatly sixteenth
century. The author of the Somninm Viridarii (or Songe du Verger), wtitten about

3 Walther (1976); A. Black, below, ch. 3; on the tracts De potestate papae, see Miethke (1982) and (1991a).
3* Belch (1965). 3 Leff (1976); Ozment (1980). 3% Leff (1968), p. 229. 37 Stiirner (1987).
3 Lagarde (1956—70), v, pp. 281—9; McGrade (1974), pp. 371F; see also Miethke (1969).

¥ Quillet (1970).
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1374 at the behest of King Chatles V, borrowed extensively from Marsilius, as
did the eminent conciliar authors, Dietrich of Niem and the Franciscan
Mathias Déring. The theories of Marsilius and Ockham rejecting papal sover-
eignty and supremacy, and leading, even in their most temperate form, to the
conciliarist theses of moderate nominalists such as Pierre d’Ailly and Gerson,
were unacceptable to the Papacy. This was the predominant theme of fif-
teenth-century political theology; its place, however, lies more appropriately in
another chapter.*

The Papacy could not rely on Thomism to defend it. Although the
Augustinian friar, James of Viterbo, used Thomist ideas to defend the
Papacy,*! he was overshadowed by the Dominican, John of Paris, who sided
with Philip the Fair, deriving from Aquinas arguments useful to both support-
ers of the monarchical state and to conciliarists, as each engaged in combat
with the Papacy. Others, some (including Giles of Rome) members of the
Augustinian Order, rediscovered in the wotks of St Augustine arguments
already employed, centuties before, in the struggle between Church and
Empire. For them every dominium (the word covers a range of concepts from
kingship to the simple ownership of property) was a divine gift created by an
act of grace; as the fount of divine grace on earth, the pope was therefore the
source of all earthly authority. If he had ‘agreed’ to reserve to princes the actual
exercise of secular authority, there was nevertheless no doubt where his own
authority stemmed from, nor about his right to exercise it. Furthermore, the
Church was the community of Christians (the corpus mysticum Christi), all those
individuals past, present and future who, in Heaven, formed one body with
Christ, on earth the pope being to living Christians what Christ was in Heaven.

In Oxford Augustinianism took a new direction which, in a roundabout way,
proved of fundamental importance for political doctrines. Did not upholding
the absolute power of God, it was asked, imply belief in the predestination of
man, in the abolition both of his free will and of the action of an independent
agency in the pursuit of salvation? For nominalists like Pierre d’Ailly the
answer lay in a distinction between potestas absoluta and potestas ordinata. The
latter functioned as the guiding light in the void, a sort of contract between
God and man; man had no need to fear predestination, any more than a child, «
priori, needed to fear patental authority, because naturally his parents loved
him;* in this way some liberty was left to man.* For realists, matters were more
complicated. The measured response of Duns Scotus* was followed by the
determinism of Thomas Bradwardine, a Fellow of Merton College, Oxford,
who was to become archbishop of Canterbury. In his De caunsa Dei contra

40" A. Black, below, ch. 3, and (1970); McReady (1975); Hendrix (1976).

4 James of Viterbo, De regimine Christiano.  ** Wilks (1964); Oakley (1964); Courtenay (1971).

4 Miethke (1991b).  * Vignaux (1934); Pannenberg (1954).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



14 JEAN-PHILIPPE GENET

Pelaginm he postulated that God, being perfect, could imply no contradiction,
and that everything had a beginning, a first cause. If man, for example, unques-
tioningly had a will, then that human will was totally dependent on the will of
God. Human action could never free itself from its first cause, which was
divine will. From this a crucial problem arose: did God will sin, and was He
himself liable to sin? Theologians would discuss this at length. For
Bradwardine, the existence of sin was part of the design of the Creation and
the Redemption. The logical conclusion was that since God contained no
contradiction, the destiny of every man was wholly mapped out by God’s will;
only divine grace could save sinners. Bradwardine, united with Augustine in
opposing the Pelagian heresy (total liberty of man and his independence of
God), was venturing into the dangerous waters of predestination.*

The political implications of predestination are to be seen in another con-
troversy which set the mendicant orders against another Oxford master,
Richard Fitzralph. This respected theologian, the Anglo-Irish archbishop of
Armagh, was on bad terms with the Franciscans. Since the mid-thirteenth
century the mendicants had been at the nub of the crucial problem of evangel-
ical poverty, which, in turn, governed the question of property.*® With the
founding of the Franciscan Order and through the founder’s renown and
canonisation, the doctrine which made Christ the absolute model for the
Christian life had aroused great interest. Was not Christ the poorest of the
poot? He had no personal possessions and no wish to exercise power; hence
the voluntary ‘evangelical’ poverty of the Franciscans, who allowed themselves
no possessions. Since this called into question the legitimacy of the Church’s
wealth, beginning with that of the Franciscans themselves, it was a dangerous
and ambiguous doctrine. Popes, therefore, imposed the idea that Franciscan
poverty stemmed not from a belief that it was compulsory to follow Christ’s
example, but rather from voluntary asceticism. As for their wealth, the pope
would have the proprietas of it, the friars the wsus. This compromise, first
expounded by Nicholas III in 1279, was shot to pieces by John XXII in 1322
and 1323: forbidding all future debate, the pope decteed that Christ possessed
both material possessions and dominium. In his De pauperie salvatoris (1356),
Fitzralph posed the question anew in the light of the Augustinian theory of
grace. The original dominium, he wrote, was divine, since it was conferred by
divine grace; any man in a state of grace might enjoy it, as he had before the fall,
when all things had been held in common, just as with Christ and the Apostles.
The mendicants could neither claim this dominium as a prerogative, nor could
they renounce it; they were not arbiters of the workings of divine grace, which
depended on God alone; without grace they could not claim inordinate privi-

4 Leff (1957); Oberman (1956); Genest (1992). 4 Coleman, in Burns (1988).
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leges, either in respect of proprietas (which, like the usus it engendered, was a
human concern governed by positive law), or within the bosom of the Church,
where, like others, they had to submit to the authority of the pope and the hier-
archy.’

For another theologian, John Wyclif, Fitzralph did not go far enough. An
Oxford scholar of great reputation, but one whose ecclesiastical career had
stalled, Wyclif was a realist of extreme persuasion and a passionate devotee of
Augustine.*® By 1373, he was tackling political problems in five major works: De
dominio divino, De civili dominio, De officio regis, De ecclesia and De potestate papae.
Returning to the propositions of Bradwardine and Fitzralph, he posited that
an individual in a state of sin had no right to domininm; conversely, in a state of
grace man had domininm over all things, which he shared with others in a like
state. If the legitimacy of having possessions and use of them depended on
grace, and only on grace, civil property, on the contrary, depended solely on
positive law. In short, there was a dual legality, one divine, dependent on grace
and predestination, the other man-made, based on property and human law.
No one could make presumptions about divine grace. Since, unlike other
Augustinians, he recognised no papal prerogative, Wyclif denied the pope any
right as arbiter of divine grace, preferring the censure of positive law for the
‘material sinner’. His personal strictures were aimed chiefly at ecclesiastics who,
by claiming to be ex gffio arbiters of divine grace, had secured the core of the
Church’s power and wealth under false pretences. The pope and his
Augustinian champions were denounced: the Papacy, irreparably corrupted by
the Donation of Constantine (a mid-eighth-century grant of territorial author-
ity made by the emperor to the pope, exposed as a forgery in the fifteenth
century by the humanist Lorenzo Valla), was not the heir of St Peter. Was there
a single reference to the pope in the Bible, the only reliable guide of Christ’s
message available to man, which Wyclif’s disciples had translated? The Church
must be restored to its true self by stripping it of its wealth and restoring clerics
to their true calling, that of catechising and pastoral care, under the militant
protection of the king, lords and magistracy. Thus Augustinianism was turned
against the Papacy, whose most formidable weapon it had been.

These theories, and their implications, were well received by an important
section of the English governing classes. John of Gaunt, duke of Lancaster,
supported Wyclif, and members of the gentry who were intimates of the court
protected those clerics and copyists who were spreading his doctrines. Until at
least 1410, the idea was afloat in England of confiscating the Church’s prop-
erty. By and large, however, Wyclif and his Lollard followers were failures. The
47 Walsh (1981).

% Robson (1961); Kenny (1985); McFarlane (1952); Kaminsky (1963); list of Wyclif’s works in
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rejection of all things subversive after the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 meant that
Wyclif’s doctrine of the eucharist, condemned by the Church, alarmed an aris-
tocracy fearful of heresy. In the next generation or so, the movement, as such,
fell apart.*

These ideas were to live on in Bohemia, where antagonism between clerics
and German and Czech members of the University of Prague had created an
explosive situation. The works of Fitzralph and Wyclif were well known:
German teaching masters at the university were nominalists and the Czechs
realists. The most popular of the reformers, Jan Hus, had read Wyclif; although
he was to evolve his own theories, almost a quarter of Hus’s treatise, De
Eclesia, was borrowed directly from Wyclif, while his definition of the Church,
the community of all the predestined (omninm predestinatorum universitas) was
Wrycliffite.>” This true Church was indeed the mystical body of Christ, but
differed perceptibly from the Church Militant, thatis the Church comprising all
members alive at one moment, since the latter included, alongside the elect
working out their salvation, those who would be damned. Christ remained the
head of the elect of this Church Militant, but the head of the Roman Church
was not the representative of Christ; at most he was only his servant.
Furthermore, this Church was not universal, since there was also, for example,
the Greek Church. Hus’s ecumenical vision was important; it mattered little
whether the predestined belonged to the Roman Church. Taking his stand on
the five patriarchates which had existed in the eatly Church, Hus believed that
the different forms assumed by the Church on earth were legitimate.’!
Furthermore, those, like St Peter, who had become vicars of Christ by reason
of their virtue, had no power beyond the spiritual. They were subject to the
civil authority; and their own authority, based on their right to teach the
Scriptures, was limited.

Hussite theories had a great influence in Bohemia, Poland and eastern
Europe.” Yet their greatest impact may have been felt elsewhere. Taking as
their starting-point the Augustinian theology of divine potentia absoluta, of
grace and predestination, Wyclif and Hus evolved an elaborate theory justify-
ing the Church’s submission to secular authority, and so laid the foundations of
a new political order, that of the Reformation. Even orthodox princes of this
period were likewise prepating this new order by negotiating concordats with
the Papacy.® Indeed, once the Great Schism had ended (1417), it was in the
interests of princes to negotiate, since the pope was now secure enough to
show a readiness to concede to them a measure of control over their national

4 McFatlane (1972), pp. 139—232; Thomson (1965); Hudson (1988).
0 Tractatus de ecclesia; see Spinka (1960). 5! Spinka (1966), pp. 388—9. 52 Kaminsky (1964).
5 Ozment (1980), pp. 182—9o.
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churches. Princes gradually withdrew their support from the council, consign-
ing to oblivion theories which, springing from nominalist theses, had gradually
propounded the idea that the totality of the Church had supremacy over its
head on earth. The crisis over, the popes and their theologians met little mean-
ingful opposition; they now reverted to the old Thomist and Augustinian the-
oties which justified their plenitudo potestatis to be exetcised over both council
and princes.” The Papacy, having seemingly won the battle and under the illu-
sion that it had safeguarded the essential, none the less failed to respond to
Wyclif and Hus.

The notable work of Nicholas of Cusa, with its consensus theology
intended to restore harmony within the Church, was orientated, however,
mote towards the past than the future.” This consensus did not result from the
‘democratic’ process but was the unanimous accord of all inspired by the Holy
Spirit;*® it was given effective action not by a representative body from within
the community of the Church or the Empire, but by the pope and the emperor
as the embodiments of that community. The Church did not constitute an iso-
lated case; Cusa wanted to restore peace and harmony to the Empire, and to
save the German nation by restoring to the emperor those imperial powers
usurped by the princes. The emperor was the guardian of the common weal;
yet, to attain authority, he had to link himself by oath to the princes, his elec-
tors, to the detriment of that common weal.’” Cusa thus returned very clearly
to contemporary politics, constructing a dualistic system whereby Church (the
Papacy) and state (the Empire) coexisted in a parallel not a hierarchical rela-
tionship (the emperor being ‘created’ by the people through the agency of the
electors) that generated universal harmony. This dualism of pope and emperor
was also found, through a different analytical process, in Italian writers: in
Antonio Roselli’s Monarchia, in the writings of Piero da Monte®® (although in
the final analysis he recognised the pope’s supreme authority in spiritual
matters), and in those of Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini.”” Whereas Cusa valued
harmony and concerted action above all else, the Italian writers merely juxta-
posed two absolutisms.

LAW AND POLITICS

The theologians’ star was in the descendant. Although devoting himself to the-
ology, Cusa was a doctor of canon law; Roselli was a professor of law at Padua

5% For instance St Antoninus, for whom see Congar (1970) and Torquemada, Oratio synodalis de primatu.
35 Cusanus, Concordantia; see Sigmund (1963); Mohr (1958); Watanabe (1963).

5 Watanabe (1963), p. 187. " Concordantia, 111, pp. 31—2.

8 De potestate romani pontificis et generalis concilii see Haller (1941).

% Text in Piccolomini, Epistola de ortu, pp. s0—100; see Widmer (1963).
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(where da Monte had been a pupil) and, later, at Siena (where Aeneas Sylvius
was his pupil). At the councils, it was the canonists (Francesco Zabarella at
Constance, Nicholas de Tudeschis (Panormitanus) at Basle) who had over-
shadowed the theologians in ecclesiological, inevitably political, debate. When
theologians ridiculed the idiotae politici,*” they were fighting a rear-guard action.
Princes had made their choices, packing councils and administrations with
jurists. Canonists,’" inured to the discipline of Roman law and familiar with
theological problems, found themselves, as it were, on the bank of a broad
stream between theology and Roman law, and acted as ‘ferrymen’.®® They
could do this since some theories were common to both disciplines; for
instance, the idea of natural law® as the expression of divine law determined,
for theologians, the vexed question of property and authority and, for jurists,
that of the legitimacy of law and legislation.

Those who dismissed the theocratic concept of a God-given law adminis-
tered by papal plenitudo potestatis were faced with a law human in origin, whether
created by the prince alone (lex animata) or by mote complex procedutes,
ranging from a parliamentary type of legislation (making the entire population
into the legislator humanns®* by means of a system of law making by consent) to
the recognition of the normative value of custom, itself justified by tacit
consent.® Such law, however, was legitimate only if it conformed to natural law
which, being divine in origin, was quintessentially superior. For Baldus de
Ubaldis, with Bartolus®® the most influential of the great Italian jurists of the
fourteenth century, the pope himself was subject to this law of nature, which
could be deduced from the Bible. An English jurist, Sir John Fortescue, did not
hesitate to invoke /ex naturae, because it was superior to any human law, when
arbitrating on the legitimacy of English claims to the French crown; ‘natural
law’, he wrote, ‘is supetior in matters of custom and of the constitution’ (‘dig-
nitate vero jus naturae prevalet consuetudini et constitutioni’).’

Drawing upon the entire range of laws, jurists sought to settle such matters
as the problem of sovereignty. Baldus devoted much attention to the Donation
of Constantine, which seemed to contradict a principle of civil law, that a sove-
reign could not alienate any part of his kingdom.*®® One of the reasons for this
was the idea, fundamental to the concept of the state, that the kingdom or
principality was a public body (using a Ciceronian concept,®’ Baldus termed it
the res publica of the kingdom) which, therefore, never died: ‘the body politic
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cannot die, and for this reason it is said that it has no heir, because it always lives
on in itself” (‘non enim potest respublica mori; et hac ratione dicitur quod
respublica non habet heredem quia semper vivit in semetipsa’).”’ Royal power
was thus limited, since the ruler could undertake nothing that was detrimental
to the public body, and the pledges made sub nomine dignitatis were binding upon
his successors.”! Another important point was the distinction between de jure
sovereignty (that of the emperor) and that achieved de facto (by other kings,
princes ot signori). Baldus applied the latter to Giangaleazzo Visconti who,
although a subject of the emperor who had sold him his ducal title in 1395, was
none the less a princeps, endowed with plenitudo potestatis.” The rights of such a
prince were derived from those of the emperor, the classic example of them
being the list of feudal rights enumerated by Frederick Barbarossa at the Diet
of Roncaglia in 1158. Baldus’ commentary on the Libri feudorum was to be
transposed to the French king’s advantage by Bernard de Rouserge in his
Miranda de landibus Francie (1450);° combined with the principle of inalienabil-
ity, there was here a formidable weapon wielded to great effect by members of
the French parlements and the jurists of many princes.

Although, particulatly when commenting on the /x regia, some stressed the
essential role of popular consent in the legislative process and the popular
source of royal authority, most jurists fostered the growth of absolutist ideas,
even if enthusiasm for princely legislative power was tempeted by the assertion
that a prince must keep within the framework of Christian morality. Such was
the case in France where Jean de Terrevermeille, a lawyer from Nimes, cam-
paigned for almost total submission to the true sovereign (in this case the
dauphin, the future Charles VII).”* The Hundred Years War and the accom-
panying civil strife had convinced French intellectuals that their country was
suffering from a lack of government: Jean Juvénal des Ursins criticised his king
for his ‘passive tyranny . . . of inadequate power’;75 in order to preserve the
French monarchy — on the whole the lesser evil — it was better to strengthen it.
Even Gerson, who had constructed a ‘democratic’ model for the Church,
became an apologist for absolutism: ‘as St Paul says, all authority proceeds
from God, and whoever opposes authority opposes divine ordinance’ (‘toute
poissance, comme dit Saint Pol, est de Dieu, et qui resiste a poissance tesiste a
divine ordenance’), a truth all the more forceful since the French monarchy
was more ‘approved and honoured’ by God than any other. Yet even in France
not all theorists would have concurred.”

In England Fortescue gleaned from Aquinas a theory of dominium politicurm et

70 Baldus de Ubaldis, Consiliorun . ... volumen tertinm, fol. 45v, quoted by Mager (1991).
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regale which he set out in his Governance of England, written in English, and his
De landibus legum Anglie, written in Latin, both works composed for the instruc-
tion of Edward, son and heir of Henry VI. In these he expounded the
difference between a domininm regale such as France, whose king was virtually a
tyrant, taxing his subjects without their consent and thus keeping them in a
state of poverty, and a dominium politicum et regale, such as England, where the
politiawas effectively represented and participated actively in the governmental
process. If the constitutional implications of this theory were limited —
Fortescue emphasised the role of the royal council, not that of parliament —"’
its impact in legal terms was considerable, for it firmly linked civil law to the
first type of regime, and English common law to the second. In England this
notion was, by tradition, already strong enough for the suspicion that John
Tiptoft, earl of Worcester, wanted to introduce Roman law, and hence tyranny,
into England to feature among the reasons put forward for his execution.”
Another jurist, Peter von Andlau, may be compared to Fortescue; while pro-
fessing support for the style of rule regaliter, he showed enough interest in the
form politice to expound significantly upon it, concentrating his attention on
towns.”

Among jutists, as among theologians, most of the outstanding fifteenth-
century debates were an extension of those of the previous century. No fif-
teenth-century jurist displayed the originality or enjoyed the eminence of a
Bartolus or a Baldus. Paradoxically, one reason for this was the very success of
jurists in every sphere of power. The legal literature of the time was very
varied. There was a proliferation of legislation in which jurists played a promi-
nent part (to the point that in England and Germany there was a desire to bar
them from legislative institutions) and which was to be found in royal laws
(from the French kings’ ordonnances to English statutes), in regional or urban
codifications (Ibetian fueros ot cuadernos, the Stadtbuch ot Gesetzbuch of German
towns), in the compilations of decisiones, where one court of justice (the pontif-
ical rota, the parlement of Patis) was supetior to others,* and in Year Books pro-
viding the legal decisions of English judges. Jutists devoted much of their time
to the drawing up of consilia, the expert opinions which they presented for the
attention of courts, either at the request of clients or of the courts themselves.
These, sometimes collected and even printed, represent the core of German
and Italian jurists” output.®! In the fifteenth century law was mote bound up
with everyday practice, including where this impinged on politics, than it was

77 Meclllwain (1932); Burns (1985).
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preoccupied with the theories sometimes found, in earlier times, in the consilia,
but which were now often consigned to brief preambles or merely touched
upon almost in passing, by English judges, for example.®?

LITERATURE AND POLITICS

There was, however, much common ground between theologians and jurists.
As educated professionals both had experience of a language which, because
of its technical natutre, was precise yet beyond the grasp of the uninitiated.
They were obliged to abandon it when, like Gerson and Fortescue, they
addressed those who were not colleagues. From this period onwards an enot-
mous potential readership was being created: among princes themselves;
among those who frequented their courts and staffed their administrations;
and among sophisticated merchants and the members of urban oligarchies.
The reading public was now becoming so extensive and diverse that politics
insinuated itself easily into a vatiety of literary forms in both prose and verse.
The mendicant orders pointed the way by creating a literary genre, the ‘Mirror
of Princes’, the pre-eminent didactic treatise ad statum, the most accomplished
being the De regimine principum of Giles of Rome (¢. 1277—9) which had lost
nothing of its topicality and its appeal by the fifteenth century, as the numerous
surviving translations and adaptations prove.® Its influence was to be found in
a number of other works, the Regiment de la cosa publica wtitten by Francesc
Eiximenis in 1385—6, the Regement of princes compiled by Thomas Hoccleve in
1412 ot the anonymous 77actatus de regimine principum ad regem Henricum sextum,
written a few years later for Henry VI of England.** John of Salisbury’s
Policraticns, composed in the twelfth century, was still popular on account of its
handling of the question of tyrannicide and its use of classical sources (not all
of them authentic) while the prolific textual progeny of the pseudo-
Aristotelian Secretum secretorum, otiental rather than Greek in origin, were to be
found everywhere.

The literary exploitation of the ‘Mirror’ genre was assured by genuine pro-
fessional or semi-professional men of letters closely associated with princes
and their administrations, the Benedictine monk, John Lydgate, providing the
exception to prove the rule. Thomas Hoccleve was an English chancery clerk,
while Juan de Mena was official historiographer to Juan II of Castile. Alain
Chartier, a graduate of Paris (whose brother would one day be its bishop), was
a royal secretary whose career was punctuated by diplomatic missions to many
countries. His work enjoyed an impressive popularity, surpassing that of

8 Doe (1990). % Singer (1981).
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Christine de Pisan, which was intended specifically for the princes of the court.
Many manuscripts, some of their titles suggestive of contemporary issues and
preoccupations, survive to this day.®®

A ‘Mirror’ was concerned with what a prince needed to know in order to rule
well. This allowed writers to enumerate the virtues — justice, temperance,
generosity, prudence, the capacity to choose wise counsellors — to be cultivated
by the prince and, by extension, by all whose calling or social status placed
them in positions of command. Professional authors and court poets
expanded its themes by providing it with a narrative framework. The uni-
formity of tone and language created by their mastery of the literary form per-
mitted the introduction of subjects which they knew would interest their
readers: from the Secretnm onwards diet, advice on health and hygiene, physiog-
nomy, astrology (Christine de Pisan’s father had been astrologer to Chatles V)
all featured; moral health was dependent on physical health, and determined
the political regime. These authors borrowed from the literature of the social
otders’ (of which Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales was the masterpiece) to
create a genre focused on the nobility, which was exploited particulatly by
Burgundian authors.® The works of Ovid, Valerius Maximus and Boccaccio
were used to provide a dazzling sequence of stories, legends, histories and
exempla. The whole might be contained within an allegorical framework (a
vision or an imaginatry quest) and could be dramatised through the use of dia-
logue and symbolic description. Above all, the device of personification
breathed life into the most abstract of ideas; the text played on the readet’s
emotions while appealing to his intellect. In this way, so far removed from
traditional debate and rhetoric, a relationship grew between author and reader
which provided a vehicle for conveying political ideas, images and experience.
Politics henceforth entered the sphere of individual experience.

This was the most significant innovation, the new role to be played by litera-
ture. Yet if political morality was being highjacked, the message itself was
scarcely changing. In a political system in which human relationships were still
the determining factor, the virtues (or vices) of those in power were crucial.
Nobles, the leaders of society, must still practise the virtues which constitute
true nobility and without which nothing is noble; so wrote Christine de Pisan in
the eatly years of the century.!” Other themes occurred frequently, among
them peace, fame and fortune. The political ideas, however, were hardly origi-
nal. What gave them force and interest was the literary form and language in
which they were couched, as well as their introduction into actual power rela-
tionships by way of a complex game involving successive, sometimes contra-
85 Chartier, Poetical works, (Envres latines, Le quadrilogue invectif and Le livre de l'espérance; Rouy (1980);
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dictory, dedications.®® In spite of borrowings from Italian, this literature was
most appreciated in the major courts of western Christendom, England,
France and Burgundy. It was also found, though to a lesser extent, in Iberia,
whete John Gower’s Confessio amantis was translated into Portuguese and
Castilian, and where, in 1444, Juan de Mena presented his Laberinto de fortuna to
Juan II. However, on the Italian peninsula and in Germany, where only the
theme of the nobility’s virtues and vices held any genuine appeal, the genre was
almost unknown. While Chartier’s best-known poem, La belle dame sans mercy,
was translated into English, Castilian and Tuscan, his political works were ren-
dered only into English.

Political literature was not confined simply to those texts which, it should be
noted, were sometimes critical of the world as it was. At the end of the Middle
Ages there already existed a body of texts, far removed from recognised litet-
ary genres and the wotld of professional authors, which has been labelled
‘protest literature’® Particularly numerous examples wete to be found in
England, still preserved in commonplace books and collections of personal
notes. Often violent in tone, these texts, which criticised the avatice of tax col-
lectors and the vices of the higher classes, were the tip of an iceberg destined to
remain for ever submerged. Chronicles, however, might sometimes reflect
their ideas, such as those circulating among the rebellious ‘labourers’ of 1381.”
Finally, as heretical movements of the period sought to disseminate their mes-
sages, including their political messages, they rendered the erudite Latin texts
of their learned predecessors into the vernacular, the Lollards issuing several
English adaptations of Wyclif’s political ideas.

In the meanwhile humanism spread rapidly into the Italian peninsula, where
cities provided new opportunities in the sociological, political and cultural
fields. The term humanist appeared only at the end of the fifteenth century to
define someone devoting himself to studia humanitatis: history, moral philoso-
phy, grammar, rhetoric and poetry, but not logic or the disciplines of the
guadrivinm, a syllabus profoundly different from that of the medieval university.
Such a curriculum corresponded to a cultural reality rooted in the vigorous
civic and economic life of Italian cities where, since the late thirteenth century,
scribes (dictatores) had been teaching the sort of writing and epistolary style to
tuture lawyers and businessmen. In reaction against the ‘French’ ars dictaminis,
aimed above all at university students, these scribes turned instead to classical
grammar. Since, however, social constraints forbade them discard the ars dicta-
minis which they were paid to teach and practise in the chanceries of Italian
states, they initially reserved this new style for their poetry and letters. But the
astonishing success of Petrarch was to assure it ultimate victory; at the begin-
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ning of the fifteenth century, at least in Florence, the classical style finally pre-
vailed, advancing from private to public use, from grammar to rhetoric.”!

Did the style herald a new ideology? The idea has been formulated and the
theory taken shape of a ‘civic humanism’,”> fundamentally republican, and wit-
nessing in a Florentine republic which, in 1402, miraculously repulsed the
attack of Giangaleazzo Visconti of Milan, a reincarnation of the Rome of
Antiquity. This view is regarded as having been expressed by Leonardo Bruni
who, in his Landatio florentinae urbis written in 1400,” praised his native city, its
splendout, its constitution and its destiny. In the official correspondence of the
Florentine chancery the chancellors, Coluccio Salutati and later Bruni himself,
extolled republican values, starting with liberty, as against the tyranny and
despotism of the Visconti. These were sentiments which had reverberations in
another republic, Venice, since Bruni was to engage in polemic with Pier Paolo
Vergerio who, in his De republica veneta, had claimed Venetian rule superior to all
others.” This expression of the doctrine of a city’s sovereignty or its popular
foundations was scarcely new, being found in varying degrees in the works of
Azo, Bartolus, Ptolemy of Lucca and even of Marsilius of Padua. But Bruni
and Vergerio argued the respective merits of the Florentine and Venetian
constitutions from the standpoint of Aristotle’s definition of the best possible
constitution; indeed Bruni had retranslated the Po/ities in their entirety. It was
Aristotle, and Cicero likewise, who inspired the Florentine Matteo Palmieri to
write Della vita civile, in which the author, who had held several governmental
posts, paid tribute to the concord and consensus among the city’s inhabitants,
exhorting his fellow citizens to dedicate themselves to the service of their
native city. The Florentines, Palmieri, Poggio and Bruni, all stressed the
Aristotelian theme of the importance of law and justice in guaranteeing peace
within the civic community. The only sign of innovation was that in Palmieri
and da Monte traces of Platonic influence were already discernible; Plato’s
Republic had been translated by the Milanese, Pier Candido Decembtio, with
the aid of Manuel Chrysoloras, while in Venice Geotrge of Trebizond was
translating the Laws. It was not, however, until the end of the century that
Plato’s influence became predominant.

It should not be supposed that Italian humanism was tied inevitably to
republicanism. Princely states, those despotisms reviled by Florentine human-
ists, recruited other humanists ready to defend them and to praise princely
government in preference to the civic form. The letters of Giangaleazzo
Visconti’s secretary, Antonio Loschi (ironically a pupil of Salutati), balanced
those of the Florentine chancellor, and Decembtio’s De laudibus Mediolanensis
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urbis panegyricus (1436) was the worthy counterpart of Brunis Laudatio.
Orations, such as Decembrio’s eulogy of Filippo Maria Visconti, composed
for specific occasions, praised these princes in extravagant terms,”” painting the
portrait of the ideal prince on the model of the ‘Mirrors’, and embroidering
the theme of princely virtn introduced by Petrarch in his letter to Francesco
Carrara. In his De republica Decembtio justified theoretically the Milanese
system, doing for Milan what Vergerio and da Monte had done for Venice, and
Bruni and Palmieri for Florence.”

Humanists were aware of the contradictions inherent in the ideas and values
which their careers led them to defend. In Salutati, Bruni and Loschi there
already existed the idea of the ‘republic of letters’ which united exponents of
the new style in spite of their political commitments. An extraordinary text
written between 1443 and 1450 showed a perceptive grasp of the situation. In
his Momus Leon Battista Alberti recounted the myth of the god, Momus, exiled
to earth for having criticised Jupiter. Momus broke into a torrent of abuse
against the gods, who sent to earth Virtus, a goddess esteemed above all others,
escorted by her children, to re-establish truth. Momus, disguised as ivy, took
advantage of the fact that Virtus’s daughter, Laus, used to adorn her hair with a
leaty crown to violate her; a monster, Fama, was born of this union. From birth
the monster could talk, and it proclaimed everywhere that Laus, Tropheus and
Triumphus, Virtus’s children, were merely the offspring of Casus and Fortuna,
chance and fortune. The moral of this nihilistic and cynical philosophy was
that only flattery and hypocrisy ensured success in politics. Merit and the tradi-
tional values were of little consequence; the most moral activity, on the whole,
was the idleness of vagrants, the errones.”” One could, of course, draw a
different lesson from the fable; to succeed one must know how to convince,
persuade and, if need be, even lie skilfully in order to turn chance to account.
For humanists the only truth was that created by language; everything
stemmed from words.

HISTORY AND POLITICS

There was one field where the stamp of humanism was to be rapidly in evi-
dence, and that was history. By the fifteenth century the great monastic tradi-
tion of historical writing was largely moribund. History, like politics, was being
transformed by literature; the success of Jean Froissart’s work in aristocratic
and bourgeois circles is testimony of this. Several new kinds of history were
appearing: national history in France, England and Iberia, where reigns and
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sovereigns provided the chronological framework; histories of cities in
Germany and in the Italian peninsula; biographies; accounts of travels, of wars
and of remarkable expeditions, sometimes written by one of the participants.
Almost all languages and literary forms were represented.

In England national history was recounted in the many versions of the Brut,
and by the Chronicles of London. In France derivatives of the official history com-
piled at Saint-Denis, the Grandes chronigues de France, tulfilled the same purpose.
When a suitable occasion arose, such works were provided with supplements,
sometimes written by the owners of manuscripts themselves. Although these
histories thus became a patchwork of texts of diverse provenance and inspira-
tion, when collected in one manuscript, they took on a certain homogeneity,
enabling many readers to discover their past and find unity in a common
destiny. Princes, aware of such developments, commissioned histories, some of
them early attempts at propaganda. Problems of genealogy were just as crucial
for the Wittelsbach as for the Yorkists and Lancastrians. It might be necessary
to bring unity to an ailing principality, ot to a kingdom under threat, by glorify-
ing its past (sometimes, as in the case of Burgundy, more imaginative than real),
or to circulate a favourable version of sensitive political events (such as the
return of Edward IV to England in 1471). The need for history was there, as the
number of manuscripts testifies, but at the same time the disparate quality of
the techniques, genres and languages leaves an impression of chaos. Without a
religious framework, history seemed to have lost its way.

Humanism brought a radically different approach. Ignored by the medieval
university, history was at the heart of the curriculum of the studia humanitatis.
What was history if not the praise of ancient Rome? History no longer tried to
give the authorised version from the Christian viewpoint of universal history,
but endeavoured to present, thanks to rhetoric, a convincing version of the
fortunes of a political community or an individual; history became the narra-
tion of politics. Thus the Historia florentini populi, compiled from 1416 by
Leonardo Bruni, by taking Livy as its model, established in dazzling style
Florence’s unbroken line of descent from the Roman republic. The work was
translated into Italian in 1473 at the Commune’s expense. It is noteworthy that,
in addition to Bruni, two other Florentine chancellors, Poggio Bracciolini and
Bartolomeo della Scala,”® wrote histories of their city, while in Rome, too,
Flavio Biondo hoped to restore the glory of ancient Rome with his Roma instan-
rata, his Italia illustrata and his Roma trinmphans.

The medieval principle of compilation was now no longer acceptable. Truth
was not the objective, since truth did not exist in itself but only through its
expression, a point which national histories, written for rival powers, illustrate
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with startling clarity. Rejecting all claims to objectivity, humanists presented
some of their works as commentaries, referring to Caesar as their model:
Bartolomeo Facio’s De rebus gestis Alphonsi I commentarii (145 5) exerted a consid-
erable influence, particularly on Sforza historiography.”” However, whether it
was a history on the model of Livy, or a commentary in the style of Caesar, the
object and method were the same — the object was political, the method rhetor-
ical. Humanists of Italian cities provided what was most lacking in the histori-
ography of the modern states of western Christendom, uniformity of subject
matter and of language. The first commissions followed quickly. In England,
Humphrey of Gloucester secured the services of the humanist Tito Livio da
Forli to write the Gesza of his late brother, the king, Henry V. In Spain, the close
ties between Aragon and Naples inspired Lorenzo Valla to write his Historia de
Ferdinando Aragoniae rege. In Castile Alfonso de Palencia, who had studied on the
Italian peninsula with George of Trebizond, became historiographer royal in
succession to Juan de Mena. The first great national histories entirely remod-
elled on humanist lines were not written until the end of the century, but the
movement had been launched.

This survey of areas of medieval culture, each one almost, if not quite, a
separate compartment in itself, reveals the difficulty faced by men of the late
Middle Ages in seeking to articulate the political reality they were experiencing,
The language of theologians or of jurists was too technical to express the ques-
tions, doubts and anxieties of a society confronted with this new power of
states, so nebulous that giving it a name proved as yet impossible, and assailed
by the ever-renewed violence of war and its concomitant, political instability. A
handful of scholars, a few great minds, went on producing remarkable works in
virtually all fields. Did such works respond to the aspirations of the new read-
ership composed of the power-wielding elites, whether they supported the
state or opposed it, whether they resided in the kingdoms and principalities of
western Christendom (nations already, or would-be nations) or in other polit-
ical systems which the network of alliances and rivalries likewise dragged into
war? The appetite of these elites to know and understand was sharpened by
their education, which had given them the means of doing this, even if it had
not enabled them to read texts both too technical and too dry.

In part, history compensated for this lack. Its success revealed the expecta-
tions of a society which, having failed to account for the brutal shocks inflicted
by the present, sought at least to preserve and to arrange what remained of the
past. That past, however, at least outside Italy, appeared as impossible to undet-
stand as the present. Vernacular poets and prose-writers, who were popular
with the new public, were constrained by an imprecise vocabulary which

9 Tanziti (1988).
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scarcely transcended the moral clichés taken from eatlier ‘Mirrors’; their lan-
guage was too unformed, and thus suffered from the opposite defect to that of
the theologians and jurists.

It is true that adventurous spirits broke new ground: Fortescue sought to
combine what he knew as a jurist with what he experienced as a politician in a
penetrating analysis of the English and French systems, where he explained
effectively both concepts and personal observation. At the end of the century
Commynes was to go even further. Yet new ideas and new theories were few
and far between; debates on conciliar thought were to die out; the political
message of the heretics Wyclif and Hus was stifled. However, something
fundamental was produced in the fifteenth century: a realisation of the impor-
tance and fascination of history, and the grasp of the main principles of polit-
ical morality by the public at large. Humanism gave to history a human face
and, from the starting point of classical Latin, forged a supple and precise lan-
guage, just as capable of dealing rigorously with abstract concepts as of giving
pleasure and arguing convincingly by means of a rejuvenated rhetoric. This
language was to be the vehicle for a new flowering of ideas liberated from the
constraints of theology and law. The fifteenth century was the age which saw
political language burst into life, both in vernacular and in humanistic Latin —a
cultural revolution, slow, not easily detected, but undoubtedly essential for the
genesis of the modern state, and insepatable from its development and its self-
expression.
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CHAPTER 2

REPRESENTATION (SINCE THE
THIRTEENTH CENTURY)

Wi Blockmans

POLITICAL representation, based on the mandate bestowed on elected and
responsible delegates, and applied at regional and national levels, can be con-
sidered as one of the major contributions of the western Middle Ages to world
history. Some representative institutions, such as the English parliament,
which developed from the thirteenth century onwards have functioned
without interruption until the present day. The names given to others, such as
the Spanish cortes, the Polish seim, the German Reichstag, the Norwegian stender-
mote or the Dutch staten-generaal, were applied to modern reformed institutions,
obviously with the intention of justifying their new legitimacy. The connection
of patliamentary with national history has therefore always been a very strong
one, and has hampered attempts to explain the phenomenon on a general
European basis. Where such endeavours have been undertaken, generally one
national example, usually the English parliament, or a concept based on a more
ot less stabilised situation in the eatly modern period, has been too easily con-
sidered as the ‘normal’ pattern. Comparative history has largely remained a
mere juxtaposing of national developments, with a strong emphasis on the
large western states.

Very few attempts have been made to offer overall interpretations of the
origins of representative phenomena. The most comprehensive and influential
theory was formulated as long ago as 1931 by the German historian Otto
Hintze. He identified the conditions necessary for the unique emergence of
representative government in western Europe. In his view, political and social
life in the west was moulded by the twin systems of feudalism and the Christian
Chutch. The high clergy, the only intellectuals controlling the chanceries of the
emerging states, could oppose limitations to lay authority by referring to
general rules of Christian ethic. Germanic law, especially as it was formalised in
feudalism, offered a second limitation to rule in its concept of reciprocal power
relations. A ruler was always bound by mutual obligations and could be held to
respect certain moral and legal standards. In particular, the immunity of eccle-
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siastical institutions, clergy and the inhabitants of lordships and cities formed
the basis of the subjective public rights of privileged groups. Western states
did not grow into a unified zzperium but constituted weakly integrated parts of
a loose global system which shared Christian values, represented by a universal
and independent Church. The constant competition between states led to an
intensification and a rationalisation of state systems; rulers referred to the
tradition of Roman law and sought the active support of their citizens in the
mobilisation of resources needed in the growing competition. The ecclesiasti-
cal model of conciliar representation was easily transferred to secular circum-
stances. Hintze saw the extension of monarchical authority over the
representative institutions as a necessary condition for the development of
representation: in his view ‘municipal structures everywhere excluded repre-
sentation by estates’. On the other hand, unlimited feudalism tended to dis-
solve the emerging states. Representative institutions could only develop and
last within centralising states.'

Hintze’s thought-provoking insights carry conviction, even if his widely
shared vision of the necessity of monarchical centralisation for the proper
development of representation is open to serious challenge. In our view, com-
munes could very well create stable representative systems which dealt with a
good deal of public administration. Another element in his theory, concerning
the typology of the constitutions of estates, has now been refuted on both
theoretical and empirical grounds.? In 1962 Antonio Marongiu published an
extensive description of the Italian patliamentary system, which was reworked
in its 1968 translation into ‘a comparative study’. Besides a juxtaposing of the
factual evolution in some major western countries, it offered penetrating
insights into their general characteristics and ideology. However, the debate on
the typology, the evolution of structures and functions of representation is still
very much alive today.>

THE PROBLEM

Concepts and terminology

No existing study offers a comprehensive interpretation of the representative
institutions of medieval Europe. Authors of eatlier generations focused on
particular types of institutions, excluding other forms of representation. They
tended to consider these as ‘ideal types’ ot true models with which all other

! Hintze (1931), pp. 414, 40—2.

% Hintze (1930); Moraw (1992), pp. 5—6; Blockmans (1978b) and (1992).

3 Blockmans (1978b) and (1992); Tépfer (1980b), pp. 10-11; Kriiger (1983); Blickle (1986); Moraw
(1992).
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instances had to be contrasted, such were the English patliament, the Iberian
cortes, the French estates general and provincial three estates, the German
Stinde. This limitation imposed sharp classifications on the sources which, on
the contrary, reveal a wide variety of representative activities in many counttries,
including France, the Iberian lands and the Empire. In England, Edward I1I for
twenty years after 1336 discussed taxes on exported wool with merchants’
assemblies; only some of their members were elected locally, others summoned
in person.* In France, regional assemblies of towns, of notables, of the clergy
co-existed with regional assemblies of three estates. Peasants were represented
as a fourth estate in Scandinavia as well as in Frisia and the southern imperial
and Swiss territories, such as Tirol, Vorarlberg, Sion and Chur. On the other
hand, in the ecclesiastical territories such as Wiirttemberg, where there existed
few important monasteries, and where the chivalry considered itself dependent
directly upon the king, they left the Ebrbarkeit, the honourable men, consisting
of patricians and local officials, as the sole estate facing the bishop. We will see
that various types of representative institutions co-existed in the same time and
space; that the same problems were dealt with by all these assemblies; and that
one type of assembly could be substituted for another in the course of a single
decision-making process. Therefore, it is necessary to have an open attitude
towards all forms of representation without preconceived classification.®
Further, we still need to have at our disposal more elementary data than we
have about the actual activities of assemblies. Indeed, many more sources have
to be published and analysed before we can assess the role of representative
institutions generally. Thanks to the early bureaucratic organisation of the
English monarchy and the exceptional continuity of its archives, the parlia-
mentary rolls have long been published and studied; much, too, is known
regarding the careers of members of parliament. The voluminous and
ongoing publication on the German Reichstag, on the other hand, offers impor-
tant information about the Empire, yet the concept of the representative
institution itself remains unclear.® Most recent scholarship has shown that only
from 1470 onwards did there really exist such a representative institution. The
very extensive source publication which began in 1867 under the title Dexutsche
Reichstagsakten collected numerous sources from which were reconstructed
assemblies which were in fact more or less extended court meetings, not repre-
sentative assemblies as such. The ambition of nineteenth-century historians to
reveal medieval precedents for the presumed democratic institutions of their
time misled their reconstruction.” The problem was expetienced more widely:

4 Roskell e#al. (1992),1,p. 119.

5 Criticism in this sense: Dhondt (1950), pp. 295—306, and (1966), pp. 345—7; Bisson (1964), pp. 1-11;
O’Callaghan (1989). ¢ Moraw (1992), pp. 10-19; Heinig (1990); Engel (1980), pp. 15—17.

7 Moraw (1980) and (1992), pp. 15—24; Boockmann (1988), pp. 298—307.
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later developments too often wrongly influenced the interpretation of
medieval representative institutions.®

Marongiu correctly refuted the term estates (Stinde, états) as an overall concept
too specific for the great vatiety of representative phenomena under
consideration. However, his alternative, parliaments, raises similar problems
unless it is understood in its original meaning of a convention for discussion.
Even then, confusion remains with the French institution, the parlement (which
was a royal court of law), and with modern parliaments. Moreover, it would be
a mistake to attach too much importance to the appearance in our sources of a
particular name in relation to the origins and composition of that institution:
estates general, cortes, Reichstag and many other forms of consultative repre-
sentation had been functioning for a long time before people, who developed
the practice because it was convenient, noticed that it was lasting. Only at that
stage were names thought of. This chapter, however, deals with the wider
concept of representation, which includes forms not covered by the above-
mentioned terms. The wider definition of the subject will help us to undet-
stand differences and to detect similarities in time and space. It is for that
reason that the more widely encompassing scholarly term, that of ‘repre-
sentative institutions’, has been chosen. Since it is independent of specific his-
torical features and their designation in contemporary sources, and does not
refer to a specific modern concept, it will allow for a neutral description, not
suggestive from the outset of any analogy with other times or places .

We should try now to go further in explaining (a) the reasons for chronolog-
ical variations in the appearance, decline or disappearance of assemblies, and
(b) their typological variation. We will have to identify the conditions under
which the phenomenon of political representation functioned on a supra-local
level in specific ways. Indeed, while representative institutions appeared in
nearly every European region at some time or other, there were striking
differences in chronology, duration and impact which considerably reduce the
alleged generality of the phenomenon. Neither can one ignore the disappear-
ance of regional representative institutions in northern Italy, the most
advanced area of the time, or in central France, and their only very limited
impact upon central and eastern Europe. Before it is possible to discuss these
matters some further preliminatry points have to be clatified.

Representatives and constituencies

Who was represented by whom? Representation means literally to make
present an absent. This can occur in a private relationship on a one to one basis.

8 Boockmann (1992a), p. 39.
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A great feudal lord was summoned in person, in the context of his personal
feudal contract with his suzerain, which obliged him to counsel and help. Only
in case of inability to travel was he represented by a proctor. Thus he had to
attend when summoned by his lord; refusal signified an open conflict between
them. He was invited since he was an important vassal, which implied that he
was a great landowner and thus in a position of power. The people living on his
domain wete not represented by him since they were dependent and therefore
unable to express a political will. Thus, there was no representation in meetings
of feudal lords only, even if they upheld the fiction of representing the ‘whole
people’, as did the English nobility and the Hungarian and Polish magnates in
the thirteenth century. The same applied to prelates insofar as they were sum-
moned as vassals. In England and Wales, twenty-one diocesan bishops were
summoned in person, as were twenty-five French archbishops and bishops
until the estates general of 1468. They fiercely protested when, in 1483—4, a
new clectoral system eliminated personal summonses and only twenty-four of
them were elected as representatives of the clergy in their particular bailliage ot
sénéchaussée.”

However, representation by clergy who held an office to which they had
been elected and appointed was true representation. Sometimes, a chapter or
monastery convened to decide who would represent the community in a polit-
ical assembly. The practice of representation of a community formed by
people in an identical juridical position applied further to privileged communes
of an urban or rural character. As soon as corporate bodies enjoying formal
rights through custom and privilege were recognised within a hierarchical
society, they created the basis for the representation of their common interests
vis-a-vis other bodies or eszates. The word estate, derived from the Latin status,
originally meant nothing more than a social and juridical position. In the ancien
régime, the hierarchy of particularly privileged individuals, institutions and com-
munes was considered as the main characteristic of society. Collectivities,
rather than individuals, enjoyed liberties and rights. Towns and rural com-
munes acquired customary rights or were granted privileges in different forms
at different times. The plurality of such legal positions demanded agreements
and working arrangements between each of them. One way of achieving these
formally was negotiation in assemblies of estates in which corporate bodies
were personified by proctors.'”

The summons by King John of England in 1213 of ‘“four discreet knights’
from the counties of England clearly referred to the representation of districts
by elected representatives. In England, the courts of hundreds and counties
naturally developed out of the Anglo-Saxon period into constituencies for

% Bulst (1992), p. 340. 10 Monahan (1987), pp. 111-21.
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political representatives, as is clearly seen in the first appearance of the knights
of the shire in patliament in 1254. It was the eartly and systematic organisation
of rural communities on a national scale, a consequence of the exceptional
administrative centralisation achieved by the Norman kings, which made this
advance possible. In Sweden, the hundred districts likewise formed the basis
for national representation. Yet, in the English counties, the constituencies
were not free to elect representatives of their own social status, as occurred in
religious, urban or rural communes.

Representation is often seen as the consequence of action by a monarch.
This was not necessarily always the case. In southern France, assemblies of
urban representatives wete regularly summoned or convened in their own
right. In 1252, Dublin and Drogheda agreed on a confederation ‘on common
counsel among representatives of the towns’. In 1285, the confederation was
extended with Cork, Limerick and Waterford, prescribing the triennial meeting
of two or three burghers of each on the morrow of Trinity.!" Elsewhere, as in
Holland, Frisia, southern Germany and the Alpine regions, emancipated com-
munes of free peasants gradually developed representative systems from the
bottom up. Representation required a constituency, a corporate privileged
community itself able to designate those mandated by it. The feeling of com-
munity, resting on common rights and interests, did not necessarily require a
prince to provoke representative actions.

The political system

Itis generally assumed that states or, before their stabilisation, countries or tet-
ritories formed the system in which trepresentative institutions operated.
Hintze regarded the nature of a monarchical state, competitive, centralising
and rationalising, as a necessary condition for the full development of a
Stindestaat. This concept, difficult to translate into English, refers to a state in
which the estates have a constitutional political role. In this perspective
German historiography adopted the view of a dualistic system of the (territor-
ial) prince and the estates. Even the most recent opinion holds that ‘the prince
and his court were not only the point of departure and antagonist of the
system of estates, but the nodal point from which the fundamental develop-
ment of the territories has to be understood’.!? Although this viewpoint may
be adequate for large parts of continental Europe, it certainly does not fit
urbanised coastal areas, where tertitorial and monarchical states had much less
influence. It can certainly not be considered a general rule that the monarch
was the initiator and sole focus of representative activities, not even in the

" Monahan (1987), pp. 124—5. 12 Moraw (1992), p. 9.
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Empire. In some urban areas, other types of representation developed into
regional urban leagues; in some of these associations of cities (EZinungen ot her-
mandades) ot Landfrieden (territorial peace treaties) princes and nobles were
included as well. Such systems could develop only thanks to negotiations and
some form of representation. Regional urban leagues found unity in the
German Hanse, which German historiography, in my view incorrectly, does
not consider as another type of representative system. The Hanse cities had
their own representative assemblies on different levels and acted towards the
outside world in the name of their member towns. In a similar way, groups of
coastal towns created regular contacts with other authorities in support of
their citizens’ trade. From the consulado del mar of Barcelona, dating from 1258,
to the more conventional participation in the sealing of commercial treaties
struck between princes, such as that carried out by Flemish cities during the
thirteenth century, we can observe many examples of urban representatives
operating in networks very different from those of the territorial state and its
monarch. Apart from the networks of commercial cities, communities of free
peasants, in particular of cattle breeders, proved able to represent their intet-
ests on their own initiative before trading partners or political competitors.

In contrast to prevailing German interpretation, and particularly that of
Hintze, representation did not always develop within the framework of one
particular territory, state or monarchy. Conversely, too, not all monarchical
states developed representative institutions: the silver mines of Thuringia and
Meissen allowed their princes a sufficient income not to have to appeal to their
subjects until the fourteenth century, as did its grain revenues for the Teutonic
Order in Prussia.!® Moreover, monarchs were often reluctant to summon exist-
ing representative institutions. Thus the view that representative institutions
had to be focused on the monarchical state and limited to its borders is too
narrow for our purpose. In broadening our scope and including the wide
variety of types of representative activities developed in different regions, we
may be in a better position to understand their evolution and functions.
Moteover, few states were stable entities during the later Middle Ages.
Dynastic strategies and accidents often united or separated territories, thus
changing the political system in which representative institutions had to
operate. A dynastic union, such as that between the kingdoms of Le6n and
Castilein 1230, could lead to the unification of both incipient corzes, while in the
neighbouring kingdom of Aragon, the constituent territories kept their indi-
vidual assemblies. Only on some occasions did the kings of Aragon in the fif-
teenth century summon combined assemblies of the corzes of Aragon,
Catalonia and Valencia. The dynastic union of Castile and Aragon, however,

13 Folz (1965), p. 182; Boockmann (1992b).
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never led to common meetings of their representative institutions. Both cases
show the importance of the sense of community, as contrasting to the unifying
action of the princes. In the fifteenth century, the king of France ruled over
territories some of which had representative assemblies, others not. His inte-
grative action explains this co-existence but the different institutional traditions
had been ruled out by him. The state is therefore not the only suitable unit of
analysis: it was not always the exclusive focus of political representation, con-
stituting in itself a variable unity which did not necessarily produce repre-
sentative institutions. This is why we should opt for an analytical framework of
political systems, starting from the various representative activities themselves,
rather than from the territories.

The analytical framework

If the state is thus rejected as the unit of our analysis, we have to turn to less
stable and more varied political systems as these really functioned and were felt
as communities by the people. Besides the large monarchical states, the later
Middle Ages saw the continued existence of regional or territorial states ruled
by alay or clerical prince, independent cities with a more or less extended terri-
tory, and virtually autonomous rural territories. The last two categories, when
located in close proximity to one another, often united in federations of which
some lasted for years, decades and even centuries, just as monarchies did.
Representative institutions evidently were expressions of the most powerful
segments of those societies from which they emanated. They should therefore
be considered in their wider social and political context.

The first factor to take into account is the strength of the ruling dynasty, a
result of the continuity of undisputed and capable heirs. Furthermore, a
dynasty’s strength depended on its success in pursuing a matrimonial policy
aimed at acquiring as many inheritances, rights or claims as possible. Its posi-
tion, too, was determined by the availability of independent resoutrces which
enabled it to indulge in political action.

The second factor is the sheer physical scale of the political system.
Representation is a matter of communication in which facilities for travel play
an important role. Some systems simply proved too large to be really func-
tional. Strong dynasties often crumbled under their own over-expansion. The
Empire, even without Italy, Bohemia and other peripheral regions, was so
extensive that it took up to one month to cross; a factor which delayed the dis-
semination of information and increased the costs of transport. In France,
while regional assemblies wete regulatly held, they showed very little ambition
to have the estates general summoned more frequently. In 1468, the repre-
sentatives in Tours, having agreed in nine days to the king’s wishes, observed
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‘qu’ils ne se peuvent pas si souvent rassembler’ and acquiesced in all his further
decisions on those matters —and many others as well.'* Distances and scattered
settlement prevented a real sense of community from arising at the level of the
kingdom. For the same reasons, the general assembly of the German Hanse
(Hansetag) was mostly pootly attended and thus ineflectual; even if connections
by ship were easier than over land, the distance between London and
Novgorod created too many obstacles. Representative institutions thus
reached their highest intensity in relatively small areas, with a diameter of, say
250 to 300 kilometres, mostly along an important river or a stretch of coast
with good harbours, thus enabling major cities, and commercial activities
between them, to develop. Their advanced social integration maximised both
the need and the material possibilities for frequent interaction. Thus a political
system was not necessarily based on contiguous territory: it could also consist
of anetwork of cities.

The third factor in our analytical framework, containing a whole set of vari-
ables, has to be the social and economic structure in the political system.
Powert, as the ultimate aim of all representation, depended on the numbers of
people in each occupational category and on their shate in the wealth they con-
trolled, including the measure of personal freedom which they enjoyed. It is
essential for our purpose to be aware of the nature and size of the resources
which each contending group in a political system could mobilise. In the last
instance, these material factors determined the opportunities of which the
contenders could make a more or less efficacious use. In the field of common-
place political ideas, however, the vision of society as a body, a metaphor
derived from Aristotle, helped to legitimise social inequalities. In the terminol-
ogy of the Catalonian brazos (arms) of the cortes, the Italian brachia, bracci ot bras,
and the Flemish Jeden, membres, we find echoes of this anthropomorphic think-
ing.

The fourth factor concerns the position of the political system in its wider
context. Vulnerability to external challenges, for instance, strongly influenced
internal relations. Geographical location, such as exposure to external pres-
sures or isolation and lack of opportunity to develop relations with others,
played its role. Expansion on a commercial or military basis, or the need to
mobilise defensive forces, were among the most frequent items on the political
agenda of representative institutions.

The fifth, and last, factor we will have to consider can be labelled the weight
of institutional traditions. In each situation of relatively open power relations,
contenders seek legitimation for their actions, which helps them gain accep-
tance. The existence of a tradition of problem-solving by negotiation helped

4 Bulst (1992), p. 49.
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to channel conflicts into peaceful solutions and to prevent their escalation.
New situations could be settled by stretching the existing rules. For example,
the incapacity and abuse of power by the duke of Brabant John IV in 1420 fut-
thered the elaboration of the century-old constitutional tradition; this helped
to limit the bloodshed. The absence of a tradition of active representative
institutions eased the shift of power towards the monarch or the nobility. In
any event, the solution of problems was normally sought along the lines of
existing procedures and institutions such as, for example, the German regional
peace treaties (Einungen, Landfrieden) or similar types of negotiated agreements
(and the application of the feudal notions of loyalty, counsel and help to com-
munities of citizens and free peasants). Particular problematic situations often
triggered off solutions which in the long run proved to be real innovations. A
typical example is the new procedure to summon the French estates general by
districts. The Beaujeu party in the royal council designed it in 1483 in order to
strengthen its own position during the regency. The system eliminated the
traditional personal summonses, and required instead pre-elections of three
representatives, one from each estate, in the administrative districts. It was to
last until 1789."

MONARCHICAL CHALLENGES

The development of particular forms of representation depended on condi-
tions which now requite investigation. Once a practice had grown into a tradi-
tion which was regarded as a customary right, it could not easily be discarded
and thus it influenced its further evolution. Essentially there were only two
ways of launching the process of the institutionalisation of popular repre-
sentation: either the prince or some groups from the people had to take the ini-
tiative. From the side of the subjects only the communes should interest us
now; the (high) nobility would not create a real representative political system,
nor would the clergy other than in ecclesiastical principalities, where they must
be considered as rulers. To get an innovation going, some problems had to
trigger off solutions. We shall distinguish between the prince’s problems and
those of the communes.

The problems of princes: recognition

In 1230 and 1231 the Emperor Frederick II was obliged to grant rights to the
German princes and cities in order to keep the country quiet before his return
to his beloved Sicily. Without the active support of the magnates, no ruler

15 Bulst (1992), pp. 356—62.
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could carry out all his essential functions. The first concern of every feudal
lord was to ensure the loyalty of his vassals, even if he had to pay a price for it.
The moment of accession to the throne, therefore, was always a crucial one for
a prince, especially since many successions were disputed by rivals whose rights
were often no less convincing than his own. In the case when several contend-
ers had comparable rights, effective power usually proved decisive, while the
securing of support from as many elements in the population as possible was
of vital importance. Many successions caused problems because of the uncet-
tainty regarding the rules of succession. Such rules might be different in other
countries, which had its consequences, given the nobility’s pan-European mat-
rimonial relations. Many marriages were rendered invalid by the rules of canon
law on kinship. So, not infrequently, succession fell upon children or women,
whose position was generally vulnerable. Add to these situations involving
physically or mentally weak heirs, and one has a catalogue of possibilities for
intervention by hostile powers, who in their search for support often encour-
aged participation in political strife by wider segments of society.

A well-known case in which the disputed succession to the throne gave rise
to broad consultation with powerful groups of society is that of King Alfonso
IX in Leén in 1188, who summoned the ‘archbishops, bishops, the religious
orders, the counts and other nobles of his realm, together with the elected
burghers from the different cities’. Before them, he swore to respect the ores
bonos, the good customs and not ‘to wage war, make peace or hold a solemn
court without the counsel of the bishops, nobles and good men with whose
counsel I have to reign’. In their turn, they all ‘swore fealty in my council, to
keep justice and to bring peace in my whole realm’.'® Scholarship and national
pride have hailed this assembly as the first ever in which elected representatives
of cities participated actively. We should not, however, overestimate even
exceptional events like this coronation ceremony. That of Alfonso VII as
emperor of Spain in 1135 was embedded in a solemn assembly of dignitaries
among whom a chronicle mentions the presence, as the last in the enumera-
tion, of ‘judges’ who may well have been the same elected members of the
town councils as in 1188. The haphazard survival of documents, as well as the
terminology used by those who wrote them, present today’s historians with
difficulties. It has been argued recently that the famous act of 1188 must have
been formulated at least in part during a court meeting in 1194 for which the
participation of citizens cannot be proved.!” Moreover, in 1187 in neighbour-
ing Castile, a meeting of the king’s court (e#ria) had been summoned to recog-
nise Berenguela’s right of succession. The maiores of fifty towns promised to
guarantee the observance of her marriage contract with Conrad of
16 Procter (1980), pp. 512, 138—43, 176-85; O’Callaghan (1989), pp. 79—93; Estepa Diez (1990), pp.
21-39. 17 Estepa Diez (1990), pp. 23—7.
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Hohenstaufen. So it is likely that the leaders of these towns had been sum-
moned to the same curia in 1187 where the contract had been prepared.'®
Rather than highlighting one date, it should be noted that participation of
representatives of the cities gradually assumed an increasingly significant role
in the political life of Castile and Le6n: in the latter kingdom they certainly pat-
ticipated in cortes (a term occurring only by 1250) in 1202 and 1208, in the
former also in 1222. Meetings remained rare, and it was only after 1250 that
assemblies reached an average frequency of one in two years.

Castile—Ledn shows a long tradition of interference by the representative
institutions in the recognition of the heir. They did not formally elect the king,
but influenced the determination of the succession. However, their interven-
tion was not always necessaty: the succession of 1284 and 1332 occurred
without them. In 1202, ‘the whole Leénese kingdom’ swore allegiance to
Berenguela’s recently born son, Fernando. In 1254, King Alfonso X sum-
moned the archbishops, bishops, magnates and representatives of cities,
fortresses and towns to pledge homage to his eldest daughter Berenguela; it
was clearly stated then that the kingdom of Castile—Ledn had to be kept undi-
vided. During the conflict about primogeniture which arose from 1275 until
1282, the support of the hermandades, autonomous associations led by the cities
and including bishops and abbots, proved to be essential. The cores curtailed
King Alfonso X’ competence in favour of his son, Sancho, and formulated
conditions and the right of resistance in the case of violation. The power of
the cortes was demonstrated by their direct refutal of Pope Martin IV’s interdict
and excommunication of Sancho in 1283. During the successive minority
crises in 1295—1301 and 1312—25 rival candidates had to concede far-reaching
powers to the cortes or hermandades. Their claims were formulated in cuadernos,
which provided effective control of the government. Violation of the agree-
ment would lead to the choice of another regent. The corzes of Castile—Ledn
did not interfere with the recognition of the king in 1284 and 1332, but
repeated minorities and rivalries gave them many opportunities to influence
the making of decisions and obtain increasing privileges for themselves."”

In the neighbouring kingdom of Aragon a ‘general court’ was held in Lerida
in 1214 to swear fidelity to the child-king Jaume. Among them were ‘barons,
knights, citizens and the men [vassals] of the castles and villages’. On this occa-
sion Catalonia got its Statutes of the Peace revised in favour of the cities and
some dissident nobility; the abolition of tolls was confirmed, and no taxes were
to be levied on the cities during Jaume’s minority.?’ In 1228 during a difficult
period after a revolt and just before his divorce, King Jaume summoned
another ‘general court’ in Daroca. The names of three bishops, dozens of

20

18 (’Callaghan (1989), p. 82. 19" O’Callaghan (1989), pp. 79-93. Bisson (1986), p. 59.
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nobles, the ‘citizens, burghers and wise men’, more than 18oin all, are listed in a
charter drawn up during this meeting. Homage and fealty to the king’s young
son was given by the delegates of the thirty cities and towns both personally
and in the name of their communes.”! ‘General courts’ with more than 100
participants, at which not only dynastic affairs but also matters of internal
peace, law, politics, taxation and coinage were discussed, had been a tradition in
Aragon at least since 1154. The participation of the cities and towns, which,
during the twelfth century, had been dominated by the members of the conceyos,
now achieved a broader representative basis since the communes, cities, towns
and villages were represented by two to fourteen deputies of varied status,
craftsmen and herdsmen as well as the local notables. When the dynasty of
Aragon became extinct in 1412, it was the corfs of Aragon, Catalonia and
Valencia—Majorca which, together, took the decision in favour of one of the
claimants, Fernando, son of King Juan I of Castile.??

Recognition of the kings of Castile, Ledn and Aragon by the representatives
of their subjects — the magnates, high office holders, noblemen and repre-
sentatives of the corpora, political bodies — was far from formal ceremony.
Recognition was conditional: the representatives were invited to swear an oath
of loyalty as vassals or pseudo-vassals (the cities). This implied that the assent
could be withheld or revoked, just as in a feudal contract. An early example of
this action is described in contemporary chronicles in Flanders in 1128. Count
William had been inaugurated in 1127 under condition that he showed respect
for the privileges of the land and particularly for those of the fast-growing
cities. Within a year he had violated so many stipulations that citizens rebelled
in Saint-Omer and Lille and a broad movement of opposition arose. In Ghent,
the citizens had the following request addressed to the court in their name by a
sympathetic nobleman:

Lotrd count, if you had wished to deal justly with our citizens, your burghers, and with
us as their friends, you would not have imposed evil exactions upon us and acted with
hostility toward us but, on the contrary, you would have defended us from our enemies
and treated us honourably. But now you have acted contrary to law and in your own
person you have broken the oaths that we swore in your name concerning the remis-
sion of the toll, the maintenance of peace and the other rights which the men of this
land obtained from the counts of the land, your good predecessors . . . and from your-
self; you have violated your faith and done injury to outs since we took the oath to this
effect together with you . . . Let your coutt, if you please, be summoned at Ypres, which
is located in the middle of your land, and let the barons from both sides, and our peers
and all the responsible (sapientiores) men among the clergy and people, come together in
peace and without arms, and let them judge, quietly and after due consideration,

2 Bisson (1977), p- 118. Just one example from Lerida: ‘Isti sunt probi homines Ylerdenses qui
iuraverunt pro se et pro tota vniversitate Ylerde; Ego Raymundus Petri iuro et hominum fatio.
2 Bisson (1986), pp- 134—6.
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without guile or evil intent. If in their opinion you can keep the countship in the future
without violating the honour of the land, I agree that you should keep it. But if, in fact,
you are unworthy of keeping it, that is, lawless and faithless, a deceiver and perjurer,
give up the countship, relinquish it to us so that we can entrust it to someone suitable
and with rightful claims to it. For we are the mediators between the king of France and
you to guarantee that you undertake nothing important in the county without regard
for the honour of the land and our counsel.?

This remarkably clear and early pronouncement of the principles of constitu-
tional government undet the control of the representatives of the three estates
emanates from the feudal notions of contract: a vassal had the right of resis-
tance if he was wrongly treated. The argument introduced the widening of this
concept to all citizens; it was grounded on their mutually sworn fealty on the
basis of law. The count, however, refused the proposal, rejected the homage
previously done to him by the spokesman and challenged him to combat. His
reaction refuted the notion of the countship as a public office subject to judge-
ment by the ‘wisest’ representatives from the three estates, united in his
council. The proposed meeting of the broad ¢uria, the count’s court, was never
held, and arms finally decided in favour of the citizens. During the remainder
of the twelfth century, successive counts did not repeat the same mistakes but
granted new privileges to the cities; no mention is to be found of any effective
assembly of the kind announced in 1128.%*

The formal and conditional recognition of the ruler by the representatives
of the three estates, not only the feudal vassals but also those of cities and
often villages, can be found in several other regions. In the states of the
Church, several assemblies were summoned from 1200 onwards in different
provinces. In that year ‘qualified representatives’ of the communes of the
Matrches were invited to swear an oath of fealty to Innocent 111, and to contrib-
ute to the settlement of peace and the defence of the land. On other occasions,
the three estates were summoned for similar motives. This frequent interaction
gave the opportunity of presenting grievances and petitions, but remained
limited to the provincial level, which hampered a further concentration of
power. Indeed, no pope ever summoned assemblies in Campania or in the city
of Rome.

In Sicily, where the Emperor Frederick II had initiated the representation of
cities, these played an active role in the transfer of allegiance to the house of
Aragon. The ‘better men’ of cities and villages convened to swear an oath of
fealty to King Pere I in 1282, and to hear him confirm the laws and customs of
the time before the Angevin kings. In 1286, the coronation of King Jaume was
the occasion to hold another assembly at which twenty-three capitoli, ot
constitutions, limiting arbitrary government werte issued. In 1296, it was the

% Galbert of Bruges, De multro,p.95.  >* Dhondt (1950).
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‘counts, barons and syndici’ (envoys of the cities) who transferred the kingdom
to Frederic of Aragon of whom it was hoped that he would defend Sicily
better than his brother against the rival Angevin monarchy. He swore to keep
the constitutions of his predecessors since Norman times, not to abandon the
country, nor to make war or peace without the general consent of the
kingdom. He even promised to call annually, on All Saints’ day, a general curia
of the counts, the barons and suitable representatives of the cities. The
purpose of these meetings would be the redress of grievances against royal
officers, ‘it being most just that the king be bound to observe his own laws’. In
the fourteenth century, the disappearance of the fear of an Angevin recon-
quest and a series of weak kings seem to have removed the challenges to the
estates which could not take advantage of their far-reaching privileges.”

When King Louis VIII of France took possession of Languedoc in 1226
after the so-called crusade against the heretics, he took care to receive the oaths
of fealty from all the prelates, nobles and cities in the region. His commission-
ers travelled around to receive the oaths, sworn both privately and in public
assemblies where the consuls and other townsmen represented their com-
munes. The translation of the county of Toulouse to King Alfonso IX of Le6n
was formalised in 1249 in a seties of assemblies in which different sectors of
the territory rendered their oaths. The townsmen of Toulouse did so and heard
their liberties confirmed. At least sixty-six nobles and notables, together with
the consuls of fourteen communes, swore their oath of fealty on the basis of
the royal rights agreed earlier during a second assembly, after which followed
two other similar meetings for ‘many barons and other nobles and other
persons, both clerical and lay’ in various districts. In Agen, the assembly ‘com-
posed of barons and knights of the diocese, consuls of Agen, and councils and
burghers of regional bourgs, castra, and villages’ refused to comply with the
request of the commissioners to render fealty, referring to their liberties and
customs and to conflicting rights to the throne. Indeed, in 1279 an assembly of
prelates, deputies of the chapters, barons, knights, nobles, deputies of towns
and villages was summoned to transfer the lordship to the proctor of King
Edward I of England, who secured feudal recognition in person in 1286 in a
general assembly as well as in local meetings. The whole episode shows the
necessity for kings to obtain the assent of their new subjects in the form of
regional assemblies which had their own rights which they clearly wanted to
have respected.

In the Empire, it was only during the difficulties of Louis of Bavaria with the
pope in 1338—44 that the king sought the active support of all his subjects,
including dozens of cities which he summoned twice.”” Most cases of

% Marongiu (1968), pp. 109—19; Koenigsberger (1978), pp. 22—9.
* Bisson (1964), pp- 14363, 234—45. Engel (1980), pp. 38—9.
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participation concern peripheral territories. Ecclesiastical principalities, in pat-
ticular, were liable to open disputes about succession, since each implied a
totally new beginning. No wonder that in a prince bishopric such as Li¢ge, one
of those cities which had grown very eatly in economic importance and polit-
ical autonomy, many a vacancy gave birth to an urban league, first in 1229 and
again repeatedly during the next centuries. The development of representation
was interwoven with particularly violent clashes between variable configura-
tions of the bishop, the chapter, the patriciate, the nobility and the common
people of the cities, often in coalitions with neighbouring princes. Unions were
followed by renewed violence and peace treaties until the end of the fifteenth
century.?® Nobles and aldermen (Ratsherren) of the cities of Rostock and
Wismar formed the regency councils during minorities in Mecklenburg in 1282
and 1329.% The peace treaty made on the occasion of the division of
Pomerania in 1295 between two half-brothers granted the vassals and cities the
right of resistance against any infringement upon their corporate privileges.
This treaty was called into effectin 1319 when one of the two dukes came into
conflict with his subjects. When, in 1326, the other duke died leaving only
young children, vassals and cities participated in the regency council. In 1338—9
the vassals and cities refused to inaugurate King Louis’ son as their duke. Such
instances strengthened the corporate identity of the two main estates of the
territories.*

In 1315, repeated dynastic problems in Bavaria led to the formation of a
union (E7nung) of nobles and cities, and in 1324 of a deputation from these
estates (Ausschuff) that would decide in all political matters.’’ After the
Emperor Chatles IV had usurped the Brandenburg March in 1363, the estates
at first refused to inaugurate him, and only yielded under military pressure. In
the fifteenth century, the estates nevertheless constituted the obvious regents,
on a par with the councillors, to govern the territories during the prolonged
absences and minorities of the elector.’ In 1413, the estates of Prussia — thirty-
two knights and esquires and sixteen citizens — collaborated with the knights of
the Teutonic Order to depose the powerful Master, Heinrich von Plauen, and
swore fealty to his successor. Between 1410 and 1466, the estates played a deci-
sive role in the transition of Prussia to the king of Poland. In 1454 the deputies
of the nobility and the six major cities refused obedience to the Teutonic
Order and turned to the king of Poland who incorporated Prussia under the
stipulation of far-reaching rights of autonomy.*

The most interesting tradition in this respect s that of the duchy of Brabant.
Between 1248 and 1430, problems of succession, usually resulting from the

2 Topfer (1980a), pp. 114-35. 2 Engel (1980), pp. 46, 53.  >* Benl (1992), pp. 123-6.

1 Engel (1980), pp. 52—3. % Heinrich (1992), pp. 145-8. ¥ Biskup (1992), pp. 85—9.
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minority or gender of the heir or the extinction of the ruling line, manifested
themselves on eight out of nine occasions. In all these cases, the repre-
sentatives of the cities, sometimes acting together with the most prominent
noblemen, negotiated written guarantees with their dying or future dukes. In
1267, barons, magnates and cities agreed with the duchess to replace her in-
capable son, Henry, by his younger brother, John I;** while in 1312, with the
prospect of yet another minority looming, a regency council was formed in
which burghers assumed an important role. A solemn act recognised the right
of the subjects to refuse any service to the duke if and as long as he violated the
privileges granted in the constitution. From this text grew a tradition of grant-
ing, on the occasion of the taking up of power by a new duke, of an updated
constitutional act growing to over 1oo articles, a tradition maintained in
Brabant until 1794. The three estates, formed as a regular institution in the
course of the fourteenth century, decided on the acceptance of the
Burgundian dynasty around 1400. Strict conditions were formulated to ensure
that the successor would rule the duchy in person and according to its customs
and privileges. In 1420—1 they suspended Duke John IV because of his
infringements of the law, chose his brother as the regent for as long as he did
not comply, and thereafter imposed an extended control on his government.
This was a case in which extraordinary dynastic discontinuity led to the
development of a very strong constitutional tradition.?

A comparable situation occurred in Wiirttemberg, where, in 1498, a particu-
latly inept duke was denied the fidelity of the Landtag which proclaimed a
constitution and exercised the government by regents during the five yeats of a
minority.’® Recognition of the powers of regency was withheld by the estates
in Flanders between 1482 and 1492. In 1483, a regency council composed of
members of the count’s family and representatives of the estates was recog-
nised and ruled eflectively for some years, but the position of the ruler con-
cerned, later destined to be the Emperor Maximilian I, made him rely upon
military superiority to impose his authority.*’

In Bohemia, the extinction of the Premysl dynasty in 1306 created opportu-
nities for the estates to decide between the rival contenders, Henry of
Carinthia and Rudolf of Habsburg, For the first time barones, nobiles et cives,
magnates, lesser nobles and citizens all participated in the election and imposed
their conditions, Wablkapitulationen. In 1307 and 1310, this procedure was
repeated. In the latter year, the unworthy Henry of Carinthia was deposed

"De consensu benevolo et voluntate communi Aleidis ducissae Brabatiae, Baronum, Magnatum et
communium oppidorum Ducatus’ (Van Uytven (1966), pp. 432—3).
% Van Uytven and Blockmans (1969); Van Uytven (1966) and (1985); Graffart and Uyttebrouck,
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under pressure from the estates, who negotiated with the king of the Romans
to obtain his guarantee of the freedom of the Bohemian kingdom and his
agreement with the succession. The newly elected King John of Luxemburg
had to grant extensive privileges, especially the reservation of all royal offices
to members of the native nobility. Citizens, in practice a tiny patrician elite, had
participated in these events, but were still too weak to secure their political
position in the long run. In a formal sense only the magnates can be considered
as a politically structured estate in the fourteenth century.

The alleged incapacity of King Wenceslas, who had been deposed and cap-
tured twice during a revolt of the magnates, activated the Bohemian estates.
During the protracted crisis after his death in 1411, the estates in fact were the
sole institution to represent the identity of the country. The royal cities, domi-
nated by the three cities of Prague, and the religious fraternities of the Hussite
reform movement for the first time took a lasting share in political life at the
side of the nobles. Magnates and the aldermen of Prague called for the denial
of obedience to the king of the Romans, Sigismund, who was described as ‘a
terrible and cruel enemy of the kingdom of Bohemia and of the Czech lan-
guage’. In 1421 the Landtag rejected him as unworthy of the Bohemian crown,
chose an alternative government, and started negotiations with the Polish and
Lithuanian courts with a view to selecting a new king. In 1432, its repre-
sentatives participated in the Council of Basle, and a year later a governor was
chosen in its name. Sigismund was finally inaugurated in 1436 under a
Wabhlkapitulation formulated by the three estates, magnates, knights and (royal)
cities, stipulating respect for their privileges and, most remarkably for the time,
for freedom of religion. From 1437 onwards, successive interregnums allowed
the estates to keep up their influence. In 1440, eighteen magnates and fourteen
representatives of the knights and the cities elected the king who had to
promise, among other things, to appoint only native officials and accept the
participation of the estates in the choice of his councillors. King Matyés
Corvinus of Hungary profited from the vacancy of the throne in 1468 to
invade Bohemia; it was the estates who opted instead for a Slav king, whom
they found in the person of Vladislav Jagictto. In the history of fifteenth-
century Bohemia one is struck by the harmonising role played by the estates
not only in social and territorial matters but even in the more delicate fields of
religion and nationality.*®

Royal elections also stimulated the development of representative institu-
tions in Sweden. In 1448, sixty to seventy ‘men of the realm’, all lords, elected
Karl Knutsson, who was then ‘taken and judged’ by the deputies of the
provinces, representing ‘the commonalty’. In 1458, King Christian had his son

¥ Kejr (1992), pp. 194—216; Smahel (1992), pp. 221-30; Eberhard (1987), pp. 345—8.
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recognised as his successor by a ‘council of the realm, lawspeakers, good men
and the commonalty’. In 1464, however, Christian had to withdraw to
Denmark and the exiled Karl renewed his claims by summoning ‘the common
Swedish realm, noblemen, townsmen and commonalty’ representing six
provinces. In the dynastic crisis which followed, popular representation was
activated, not least by armed levies, whose members claimed the right to make
decisions. In all meetings the presence of representatives from the provinces,
and especially of peasants and miners from the central district, is appatent. The
peasants gathered in the hdrad, the ‘hundred’ districts, where they elected their
representatives. These again formed the #hing, from which the ‘twelve good
men from each province, as indicated by the law of Sweden’ were delegated,
together with ‘noblemen, miners, the burgomaster and the councillors of the
town of Stockholm, and all the other townsmen here in the Realm’ to recog-
nise Prince Christian as the future king at midsummer 1499.%

Similar effects of the election and inauguration of monarchs upon the emer-
gence of representative institutions are not found in every country. Notable
exceptions are England, France, the Empire, Poland and Hungary. The reason
is simple: dynastic continuity raised fewer problems in England and France
during the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries, which made it possible to keep
the decisions limited to the small circle of the royal house. In the Empire, the
elective procedure came to be monopolised by the great princes, later the
prince-electors, while in Poland and Hungary the magnates kept this preroga-
tive within their estate, unchallenged by other important social groups. While
the English patliament played an active role in the deposition of Kings Edward
II'in 1327 and Richard IT in 1399, it seems rather to have been the puppet in the
hands of rival magnates. The repeated use of the impeachment procedure
against high officials, courtiers and royal justices in 1386, 1388, 1397 and 1399,
and finally the articles Objectus contra Regem, summing up Richard II’s alleged
crimes and misdemeanours, leading to his deposition, rather reflect shifts of
power originating outside parliament.*’ In other countries, recurrent dynastic
problems created the opportunity for representative institutions to build up a
constitutional tradition in which they exercised effective control not only on
the choice of the monarch but, more importantly, on the limitations to his
power. Under extreme circumstances, recognition of rulers was denied,
suspended or revoked. Representative institutions determined the regency
councils in eatly fourteenth-century Castile—Le6n, Brabant and Pomerania;
and they decided about the translation to another dynasty in Agen 1286, Sicily
1296, Prussia 1410—66 and Bohemia 1468. All this could lead to a sometimes
violent redefinition of the divisions of power.

¥ Schiick (1987), pp. 27-32; Lonnroth (1989), p. 89.  “° Roskell ezal. (1992), 1, pp. 69—76.
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The problems of princes: aid

A monarch’s need for support did not remain limited to his recognition as the
suzerain of loyal vessals. In his constant competition with rivals both within
and outside his territories, he had to rely on the active military and financial
support of his subjects. The scale of the military operations grew from occa-
sional feudal bands to professional standing armies. The formidable increase in
military expenditure could only be supported thanks to the economic growth
of the time which was mainly produced by the commercialisation concen-
trated in expanding cities, towns and ports. The differentiation in society
accompanying this process formed the basis for the widening composition of
the consultative councils which monarchs had always formed at their side.
When not only personal feudal service but more regular and more general mil-
itary and financial support was required, all free subjects were in a position to
have a say on the matter of extra-feudal demands. We can single out warfare as
the determinant factor in the political process which led to the elimination of
many independent territorial entities and thus to the formation of larger states.
The character of warfare changed from compulsory feudal service of mainly
heavily armed knights on horseback to large numbers of infantry consisting of
militias from the communes and mercenaries using crossbows, pikes and, in
the fifteenth century, firearms. The method of mobilisation had to turn from
an appeal for loyal service owed to negotiations about the levy or payment of
soldiers. In the later thirteenth century, kings legitimised their expansive claims
on service and aid through the use of canonical doctrine, pretending to ‘defend
and preserve the kingdom in peace for the common utility of all’, as did King
Philip 11T of France.*! The higher the level of commercialisation of an
economy, the easier was the step towards a modern and thus potentially more
effective army in which subjects themselves no longer had to serve, as long they
paid for others to do so for them.

The first stage was the stretching to the limit of feudal obligation: longer
service, farther from home, greater levies on fiefs. These wete the abuses pet-
petrated in England in the reign of King John and formulated by the barons in
the famous Magna Carta of 1215. Although this document certainly did not
emanate from a representative assembly, since the barons could speak only in
their own name as the king’s vassals, many of its articles were nevertheless
referred to later as a constitutional act enunciating essential principles, such as
‘no taxation without consent’:

[12.] No scutage or aid is to be levied in our realm except by the common counsel of
our realm, unless it is for the ransom of our person, the knighting of our eldest son or

1 Bisson (1964), p. 271.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Representation (since the thirteenth century) 49

the first marriage of our eldest daughter; and for these only a reasonable aid is to be
levied. Aids from the city of London are to be treated likewise.*?

Article 14 further specified the ‘common counsel of the realm’ as ‘the arch-
bishops, bishops, abbots, earls and greater barons summoned individually by
our letters; and we shall also have summoned generally through our sheriffs
and bailiffs all those who hold of us in chief or for a fixed date’. The separate
mention of the city of London can only be understood as referring to an inde-
pendent feudal status on a pat with the tenants-in-chief, not as the representa-
tion of the commune. From 1254 consultations on the scale of the kingdom in
matters of grants started to include knights representing the shires. Their
representative activity rested upon the tradition of their role as speakers for the
counties before the itinerant royal justices. Each of the thirty-seven counties
returned two knights. The first record of the appearance of representative
burgesses in a parliament for the whole realm dates from 1265, but it was only
in the 1320s that these would become a permanent factor. In 1295, 114 cities
and boroughs were represented. Later on, their number fluctuated between
eighty and ninety; each of them sent two members, London four.** Thus, the
English parliament grew from the gradual extensions of the king’s council
under the pressure of increasing financial and military needs. The Welsh and
Gascon wars in the period (1268—95) brought a shift in the notion of defence
of the realm as a national concern to be borne by all subjects. The estates heard
together the king’s demands in the solemn opening session of parliament.
Cathedral and parochial clergy (the latter disappearing from parliament in
1322), barons, knights and burgesses deliberated separately and returned
different answers. Only about the middle of the fourteenth century were the
Commons to form a separate house of the communes of the knights and the
burgesses elected to parliament. In 1343 knights of the shires and the repre-
sentatives of the communes met in the ‘painted chamber of Westminster
palace’. In the course of the fourteenth century the corporate identity of the
Commons grew.**

In his writ of summons for the so-called ‘Model Parliament’ in 1295, King
Edward I had recognised that ‘what concerns all has to be approved by all’,
which implied that new customs duties needed the assent of parliament. This
famous quotation was in its origin a principle of Roman private law repro-
duced as a general principle by the late twelfth century by the Bolognese law
school. In 1222 Pope Honorius 11T had applied it to an invitation to Christian
princes and great ecclesiastical dignitaties, and in 1244 the Emperor Frederick
IT had quoted it in the summons of a great assembly of ecclesiastical and lay

2 Holt (1965), pp. 320—1. 4 Roskell ez al. (1992), 1, p. 41; Wedgwood (1936-8), 11, p. Vii.
# Roskell ezal. (1992), 1, pp. 46—7.
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princes, as Rudolf of Habsburg had to do in 1274. It had become a standard
formula to legitimise inevitable political choices where broad support for
difficult demands was needed. It eventually equally implied that the king was
bound by law and had to recognise the interests of persons concerned.* In
1297, the barons disputed King Edward I’s aggressive attack against Flanders
as not being a matter of defence of the realm and opposed the notion of the
‘common profit’ to the king’s argument of ‘necessity’, which implied an obliga-
tion on the commons. In practice, while the king’s interpretation prevailed, at
the same time it limited his right to demand his subjects’ aid for defence. In the
nine years of truce in the war with the Scots, between 1297 to 1306, no taxation
was imposed; nor was it during the years of truce with France 1360—9. Neither
was there any direct taxation in 1422—9 when the occupied territories in France
were considered to have to pay for the war. Through the periods of intensive
watfare in 1294—8 and the opening years of the Hundred Years War 1338—42,
when taxation reached unprecedented peaks, parliament associated petitioning
for the redress of grievances with the supply of money, thus considerably
extending its competence in all spheres of government. Indirect taxation,
especially that on exported wool, was introduced first in 1275; in 1354 the
Commons granted it for the unaccustomed period of six years. The wool
subsidy became a permanent crown revenue under the control of patliament
which granted it only for short periods and negotiated the duration, the
amount, the appropriation of supply, the nomination of special treasurers and
the relative burden to be placed on native and foreign merchants.*

In the Iberian territories under the crown of Aragon, the clergy, the barons
and the towns were regularly summoned from about 1280 onwards. In Aragon,
the knights ot ricos hombreswere summoned sepatately as well, to be institutional-
ised as a fourth estate in 1389. The 1283 statute prescribed yearly summonses,
which were reduced to a slower rthythm in the following years. Custody of privi-
leges, preservation of justice and peace, the approval of statutes and the voting
of taxes for propetly justified purposes formed part of their regular activities.
Extensive warfare against Castile made the Aragonese kings highly dependent
on their corts. In 1359 Pere IV had to cede judicial supremacy to the corts of
Catalonia in return for a subsidy. They formed what would later be labelled
dipntacid del general, the permanent administrative committee. Lack of support
from the corts of Aragon compelled the king to give up his Castilian war in 1429.
So, the constant dynastic tendency towards expansion, combined with the exist-
ing difficulties of controlling Sardinia and Sicily, created a kind of condominium
in which the kings were obliged to negotiate with their influential subjects.*’

* Marongiu (1968), pp. 33-7; Monahan (1987), pp. 97-111.

4 Harriss (1966), pp. 169—78; Foreville (1966), pp. 156—63; Ormrod (1991), pp. 182—3; Roskell e# a/.
(1992), 1, pp. 116—42. 47 Bisson (1986), pp. 989, 118, 143.
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From 1295 onwards, urgent requirements prompted King Philip IV of
France to intensify his demands in the existing regional assemblies of
Languedoc, using the legal argument ‘right of state’.*® In 1302 he extended the
tradition of regional assemblies to the scale of the kingdom. The immediate
problem for which he sought the support of as many groups of society as pos-
sible was his conflict with Pope Boniface VIII; again, in 1308, his action of dis-
solving the Order of the Templars was the occasion for consultation with the
three estates of his realm, later called the estates general. The formidable influ-
ence of the Church explains the king’s urgent search for support. The success
of these two meetings led to a third in 1314, where a purely financial aid was
demanded in order to compensate for the huge costs of the king’s ongoing war
against Flanders. During the first half of the fourteenth century, other assem-
blies were held in various forms, some regional, others meetings of particular
ordets.

The catastrophic losses of the first phase of the Hundred Years War pro-
voked intensive activity among the estates general of the Pays ’Oll (northern
France) from 1355 to 1359. As in England, the extraordinary demands of the
monatchy provoked counter-claims from representatives. In 1355, monetary
stability and the consent to taxes by representatives of the king’s subjects were
the main issues in France; in 1356 the control of the estates general over the
choice of the royal councillors came to the fore. The experience proved
dangerous for the monarchy. After sessions in 1369, in which the launching of
a new campaign against the English was approved, kings preferred separate
negotiations with the provincial estates, usually those of the Languedoc and
the Languedoil. There can be no doubt that the long distances and the
different fate of the North and the Midi during the wat help to explain the
divergent institutional evolution. Almost every year in the phase of intensive
warfare 1421—-39 King Charles VII summoned an assembly of the estates
general, or of the estates of the western or eastern part of Languedoil separ-
ately, to demand aids. After the introduction of the #ille in 1439—40, however,
he no longer needed these troublesome partners. In the heart of the realm
representative assemblies were held only during moments of crisis; then they
disappeared completely. In the peripheral principalities such as Normandy,
Artois, Dauphiné, Burgundy, and especially in Languedoc and Provence, the
estates tested on a solid tradition preceding their incorporation into the
monarchy. They continued to meet at most once a year and to defend their par-
ticular interests and privileges. When, during the minority crisis of 1484, the
estates general were summoned once again, more than two-thirds of the dele-
gates for the third estate and one fifth of the nobles were royal officials, whose

* Bisson (1964), pp. 282—3.
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freedom of speech for the interests of subjects must have been curtailed as a
result.®

Rudolf of Habsburg, king of the Romans, succeeded in strengthening his
position by raising taxes agreed in assemblies of cities in 1284 and 1290.%’
Neither the type of assembly nor the general aids became a tradition in the
Empire before the sixteenth century, probably because of the weakness of the
central power and the relative strength of territorial princes and barons. Before
the institutionalisation of clearly defined estates, Duke John I of Brabant must
have negotiated with the corporate nobility, cities and abbeys in the years
1290—3, when he granted one privilege for the nobility as a whole, analogous
privileges to eight major cities, and others to a series of abbeys exactly in the
period when he obtained a substantial financial aid. A notable concession
granted on this occasion both to the nobility and to individual cities was the
right of resistance in case of violation of their privileges.”! During the petiod
of the minority of Duke John III (1312—20) when a regency council led by the
cities held power, the duke’s finances came fully under the control of the cities
and knights. The accumulated debts of his predecessors had necessitated
strong intervention by the subjects.’> A comparable example would be
observed in Bavaria in 1356, when a committee drawn from the estates levied
taxes, participated in the election of councillors and in the legislation, and
heard grievances. Similar rights were claimed in the Lineburger Saate of 1392,
when eight burghers obtained temporary control of the ducal finances, heard
grievances and even received recognition of the right, should the need occut,
to confiscate the domanial income and to tresist the duke in arms.

Taxation was an important factor in the development of representative
institution, but not a determining one. It is well known that, helped by the
tragic state of the realm, the kings of France succeeded in introducing perma-
nent indirect taxes exempt from the assent of the estates. In 1355 the gabelle, a
salt tax, and "30th on the value of merchandise were accepted by the estates
general. This system was extended to "/th in 1435, and, from 1440 onwatds,
the annual #zille was levied by the king’s officials. These taxes made the French
king fairly independent of the estates. In Burgundy during the fifteenth
century, the estates controlled the levy of the fonage ot hearth tax, and reserved
a budget for their own expenses. Yet all indirect taxes, introduced eatrlier by the
French crown, escaped the interference of the estates.®® In the duchy of
Brittany, the estates were convoked, probably for the first time, in 1352 to agree
on the extraordinary taxation to pay the ransom of Duke Chatles of Blois —
one of the three feudal cases mentioned in Magna Carta in which aid was due.

# Bulst (1987), pp. 313-16, 322—9. % Engel (1980), p. 23.

51 Van Uytven (1966), pp. 415—25,432—5. 2 Van Uytven and Blockmans (1969), pp. 404—s5.
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In 1365 the costs of war necessitated the introduction of the fouage into the
whole duchy, the tax being granted by the estates. No document, however,
reveals any concern with the port dues which the duke levied. The overall
impression of the function of the estates is essentially one of acquiescence, the
spirit which led to their passive recognition of the duke’s two daughters as his
heiresses in 1486.%*

However, assemblies of estates did not always develop overarching powers
thanks to their control of taxation: in some cases taxation was in the hands of
representative institutions of only one estate, often the representatives of
cities and rural areas. In late thirteenth-century Languedoc, the increased
burden of military levies and aids caused by royal wars against Foix and
Gascony did not lead to the development of general assemblies of three
estates. Matters were handled in local meetings and in assemblies of separate
otders.”® We have observed the same practice in contemporary Brabant, while
in Flanders it was not until 1400 that the count, Philip the Bold, duke of
Burgundy, introduced the assembly of three estates as an institution, although
aids had been granted by assemblies of cities, sometimes including the rural
districts, since the second half of the thirteenth century.>®

One may conclude that taxes served as a trigger to fuller participation by
representative institutions only if taxation came to be excessive or was mis-
managed by government, particularly as a consequence of intensive and pro-
tracted watfare, and if no other means of surplus extraction were available.
Under these conditions, subjects obtained control over the state’s (sometimes
even the ruler’s) finances and secured far-reaching rights for themselves. We
should bear in mind, however, that even on those occasions when cities and vil-
lages were represented, we are still dealing mainly with privileged elites using
representative institutions to protect and expand their collective prerogatives.

COMMUNAL INTERESTS

Even if the initiatives and weaknesses of monarchs challenged the subjects to
meet in representative assemblies and to respond by insisting on the rights and
needs of their communities, this factor certainly does not explain all forms of
representation. Not everything can be reduced to the reactions of subjects to
their rulers. For their own purposes, monarchs mostly used pre-existing struc-
tures, notably their own enlarged curia or court, the regional judicial courts such
as in the English hundreds and counties, and the assemblies of bayles, bailiffs
and consuls in Languedoc. Since 1152, the common council of the city of

> Kerhervé (1 987), 1, pp. 139—44. 5 Bisson (1 964), pp. 271-81.

5 Prevenier (1965), pp. 20-1.
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Toulouse had been formally recognised as the representative institution to
negotiate with the count.’” Many communes did not wait for the initiatives of
princes to solve their problems but created their own devices on a federative
and deliberative basis, often against the encroachments of lay and clerical
lords. Assemblies which had grown to fulfil one particular function could take
on other functions on the initiative of either the lord or the communities them-
selves. Equally we have to bear in mind the chronology of events, particularly
the relative timing of the growth and decline of the power of monarchs,
nobles and burghers.

Much depended on the social and economic structure of a region, especially
its level of commercialisation and urbanisation. Large cities evidently had
much wider interests and more power than the typical Kleinstidte of central
Europe. Major cities were located on coasts or great rivers; trade routes influ-
enced their political sensitivities. In general, their common interests consisted
in the safety of these routes, for travelling merchants and their goods; in the
reliability of monetary exchanges and trade agreements, and in the regulation
of internal markets. Cities, therefore, organised their own meetings spontane-
ously, just as they were convened separately on behalf of the prince. Even as
members of the corzs, Barcelona and Valencia each dominated the urban brazo
of their region as to claim half of its votes. So it was the larger cities which took
the lead, as they were the leaders in the hierarchy of market places. Even when
cities participated in assemblies or estates, the domination of the major ones
remained obvious: Ghent, Bruges and Ypres outweighed all the other towns of
Flanders and thus took many decisions without further consultation.

In northern and central Italy, the predominance of the cities in society was
most marked, with capital cities of 60,000 to 100,000 inhabitants and many
large secondary towns. The monarchical power of the emperor was clearly too
distant and too weak to outweigh them in the long run. The Lombard League —
itself a union of cities with elected deputies — made peace with Frederick
Barbarossa after a long conflict in 1183 on terms which respected the auton-
omy of the cities. After the military defeat of the second Lombard League in
1237, Frederick IT was again unable to break the autonomy of the ever-growing
cities. After his death, regional states came into being in which the largest cities
dominated their contadi, the surrounding countryside and smaller towns. The
oligarchy of the capital city ruled the state in its private interest, using adminis-
trative and legal means wherever possible, and military force where necessary.
The autonomy of the communes was widely respected in the fourteenth and
eatly fifteenth centuries. Assemblies of heads of households kept their elective
rights for the local councils. However, representation on a supra-local level was

37 Mundy (1954), pp. 32—40, 66-8.
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absent in a system of local vicaries nominated by the capital city. The only
forces which could threaten the ruling elite of the capital and its puppets in the
dependent towns were either popular revolts or the rival regional states, with
which bitter wars were fought without requiring representation to legitimise
and facilitate extra taxation: more modern means of exploitation were avail-
able here.’® Northern and central Italy constituted the most extreme case of
excessive power held by one social category, namely the oligarchy of the major
cities, effectively eliminating as political contenders the monarchical power as
well as that of other social orders and classes. This opened the way for patty
strife to determine local political life. Parties were not based on the representa-
tion of communities enjoying the same rights, but on quasi-feudal vertical ties
of protection and dependence. Elsewhere in Europe, however, some plurality
of powers remained the rule, allowing many varieties of representation to
flourish.

The towns of Castile from 1282 onwards regularly formed hermandades,
autonomous associations, independent from the king’s summons, for
preservation of their privileges, if necessary against him. Their movement
went far beyond taking positions during the disputes for royal power. The
towns’ associations in fact formed the vanguard in the corzes which, during the
new minority from 1295 to 1301, claimed a place in the royal household and
chancery, as well as a role in the collection of taxes and the custody of royal
castles. In 1312, a hermandad of some towns in Ledn claimed the education of
the young king to be laid in the hands of good citizens, objected to unlawful
taxation and the alienation of royal castles and cities; if violations of the fueros,
the customary rights, were not redressed, the towns would elect another
regent. Even if these claims overplayed the towns’ unity, a broader hermandad
was formed in 1315, including 180 towns from Castile (seventy-eight), Leon
(forty-five), Estremadura, Toledo, Murcia and Andalusia. They would meet
every year and control the royal revenue, which they effectively did for some
years. This episode shows the towns’ capacities to organise themselves on a
federal basis for the preservation of their common interests during periods of
dynastic crisis. It equally shows, however, that the lack of unity made these
associations short-lived, since most minorities at some time came to an end.”
Morte was required to make communal representative institutions last.

In thirteenth-century Flanders, five major cities, each with more than 30,000
inhabitants, and the largest one, Ghent, with probably over 6o,000, played a
role as a collective body. They are mentioned as early as 1209 as the (then still)
‘six cities’in an act of King John of England concerning La Rochelle;in 1213 as

58 Fasoli (1965), pp. 71-86; Koenigsberger (1978), pp. 22—4; Comparato (1980), pp. 149—85; Chittolini
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a league, they sealed a treaty with the king, which showed their ability to act
autonomously with a foreign country with which they had close commercial
ties. From 1241, documents call them the scabini Flandriae, an acknowledgement
of the collective action of the administrators either in relation to judicial con-
flicts between themselves or disputes in which only one was involved, and over
matters such as trade fairs and the control of the currency, including the assay
of the intrinsic value of coins. In all these matters, the countess acted only
‘with the assent of the aldermen of [the major cities of] Flanders’®” Even
when, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the county had lost two of its
major cities, the system of intensive deliberations between the “Three (or Four)
Members of Flanders’ continued to develop. And in 1384 the richest and
largest of the rural districts, that around Bruges, became the fourth ‘Membet’
on a quasi-definitive basis. The rural district of Bruges (Brugse V7ije) was
administered by nobles and rich peasants, which permanently widened the
social classes represented. This helped to stabilise the predominance of the
system which lasted until the end of the ancien régime. During the most active
period, in the first half of the fifteenth century, meetings of the ‘Four
Members’ took between 350 and 450 meeting days per year, often in parallel
sessions, sometimes at different places and with missions abroad. Within the
county, their meetings lasted normally four to six days. They were largely infor-
mal, normally involved ten to fifteen participants and took place mostly on
their own initiative. Long tradition and the continuously strong demographic
and economic position of the ‘Four Members’ led to their domination of the
representative system being accepted, both by the smaller communes and by
the courts of Flanders. In practice, however, the most important matters, in
particular fiscal ones, were often discussed in larger assemblies at the level of
the county generally or in the four quarters separately, each headed by one of
the ‘Members’. Moreover, smaller cities and rural districts quite frequently
appealed to the ‘Four Members’ for judicial or diplomatic support. In the cities,
meetings of large councils including deputies of the crafts, and, in the rural dis-
tricts, assemblies of frecholders had the last word on taxation. Participation by
guilds in the administration was nowhere as advanced as in Ghent between
1370 and 1540, when twenty out of twenty-six aldermen were elected annually
by and from the crafts. Until the middle of the fifteenth century the main con-
cerns of the Four Members’ were trade regulations, commercial litigation,
coinage, fiscal policy and foreign relations. Later, taxation and defence were to
become the major interests. Assemblies of three estates were created by the
count in 1400, but these met less frequently than did the ‘Four Members’ who
dominated them. Towards the end of the fifteenth century, however, the meet-
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ings of estates and of the estates general become more influential, as the
government preferred collaboration with these more conservative bodies.

A not dissimilar pattern, with informal and autonomous meetings between
representatives of the major cities, in this case dealing mainly with economic
affairs, has also been observed in the neighbouring principalities of Brabant,
Liege, Holland and Utrecht.®! Their commercial orientation brought them into
close contact with partners from as far as Spain and Prussia. The unification of
the Low Countries under the dukes of Burgundy between 1427 and 1433 facil-
itated and encouraged regular meetings of representatives from the different
principalities. The estates general are the best-known type of overall repre-
sentation, but commercial towns, or those situated on the coast, had their
special border-crossing meetings as well. The role which cities could play in
determining the political agenda varied. Rural communes were not always
politically passive. In Flanders, those belonging to the countryside around
Bruges were permanently represented in the College of the ‘Four Members’
while the other districts equally participated in various types of assemblies,
sometimes including those of the estates general. In the Low Countries, the
prince always remained a real factor, even if, in fourteenth-century Flanders,
the count had to be rescued three times by his suzerain, the king of France,
from the might of the cities acting together. Similarly, the nobility was less inte-
grated in the urban elites than in Italy, and thus continued to act more inde-
pendently as an estate. Acting primarily on their own behalf the communes of
free peasants in the Low Countries organised regional boards to protect the
land against floods. They supervised the construction of dykes, canals and
sluices, levied taxes for this purpose, and, for their maintenance, promulgated
regulations enforceable at law. The whole system rested on the participation of
the landholders who had a full say in all decisions and in the election of board
members. Meetings of villages grouped together sent deputies to regional
assemblies from which representatives could be mandated to negotiate with
the government or with neighbouring cities.

Cities and towns in the regions of Languedoc met on the initiative of royal
officers as well as on their own to legislate on the export of grain (1269—75) and
on coinage (1212 with the nobility, in 1292 alone), to collect petitions, to regu-
late trade routes, to press a suit against the English ‘great custom’ on the
Garonne (1285) and against the bishop of Cahors in relation to usury.®?
Analogous matters were raised by the Prussian cities and rural districts along
the Vistula, the deputies of which regularly petitioned the Master of the
Teutonic Order ‘umbe meynes nutcz’, for the common weal. Territorial ordi-
1 Uyttebrouck (1975), 1, pp. 429—69; Dhondt (1966), pp. 357—8; Kokken (1991), pp. 126—48, 216—76;
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nances dealt with problems such as shipping rights on the Vistula (1375 and
later); craft regulations in the cities (1408); weights and measures; coinage;
prices; wages and interest rates after debasement (1420). The evidence of 1427
issued rulings not only on beer prices and on pre-emption in the countryside,
but also on a series of matters cleatly inspired by the Order concerning reli-
gious observance, the limitations of celebrations and sumptuary laws. These
concerns announced increasing tensions which led to the rejection by the
Master in 1434 of the cities’ petitions on the abolition of licences for grain
export and of the toll called Pfundzoll. The conflicts of interest appeared, too,
in 1433 when the Knights and the cities criticised the war which the Order had
launched against Poland. The tight organisation of the two Prussian estates,
both as social and political unities, explains how they could challenge the
Order, turn to the king of Poland and yet keep most of their liberties, including
control of taxation. Between 1466 and 1519 they held, on average, four meet-
ings a year and dispatched several diplomatic missions, mostly on their own ini-
tiative. The city councils remained sovereign in judicial matters, while the
Landesrat, or territorial council, in which the three major cities (Danzig, Elbing,
Torun) each had two representatives, was the highest court for the rural areas.®?

The preservation of peace, law and order was a general concern of
burghers. In Quercy, the bishop had levied a peace tax, or comune, with the
consent of the nobility and the great towns from the very beginning of the
thirteenth century onwards.** In the Empite, cities clustered in regional
associations to secure peace, especially as a protection against particular feudal
lords and knights. Representatives of all the cities of the league on the Rhine
below Basle were summoned by King William in 1255 to deal with judicial
matters concerning coinage and lost merchandise.® King Rudolf of Habsburg
extended the peace policy to Landfrieden, tetritorial peace treaties he had nego-
tiated in regional assemblies of cities alone or with the nobility. In 1278 seven-
teen cities were convened by a royal official to agree on the abolition of new
tolls on the Rhine, measures for the security of navigation and the prosecution
of breakers of the peace. Other regions followed suit.*®

The German Hanse emanated from some of these regional associations.
During the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, these were formally
associations of merchants aimed at securing protection on long journeys, in
the same vein as the contemporary Flemish Hanse of London and the union of
the ‘Seventeen Towns’ trading at the fairs of Champagne. In this period, the
distinction between city magistrates and the members of local merchants’
guilds was still minimal.®’ In Flanders, the craft revolution of 1302 and the fol-
% Neitman (1992), pp. 6o—76; Biskup (1992), pp. 89-94- 6 Bisson (1964), pp. 124—6.
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lowing years radically changed this situation and the magistracies took over the
functions of the external representation of the community which the mer-
chants’ guilds had fulfilled earlier. In northern Germany, the transition to a
league of cities occurred in 1356, when the regional hanses united to defend
their common interests. The functional analogy between urban leagues, which
allowed for the representation of cities in one territory, and the German Hanse
has been neglected or refuted by historians® who have focused on territories
and monarchies more than on representative functions. Yet, given the weak-
ness or remoteness of monarchical powers, the Hanse cities felt more closely
united by their links along trade routes, mainly those overseas. Their common
interests in the protection and regulation of trade formed the most prominent
item on the agenda of the frequent assemblies on a regional or general
(Hansetag) level. Moreover, they conducted diplomatic missions and negotia-
tions with all types of German and foreign authorities, including other repre-
sentative institutions such as the ‘Four Members’ of Flanders. In this way, as in
that of the other city leagues, their activities inevitably touched on matters of
national and foreign policy up to the point of waging war and levying taxes.
However, their seaward orientation and very extensive sphere of interest did
not provoke them to build city-states, which made them vulnerable to the
increasing encroachment by territorial states in the late fifteenth century.”’
The Swiss Confederation shows the case of the formation of autonomous
Landschafte or tertitories based on the autonomy of their constituent com-
munes. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, many rural communes were
able to buy off seignorial rights, the emancipated peasants forming strong com-
munes guaranteeing their collective rights. The major cities tended to expand
their domination into the countryside, but had to leave intact forms of com-
munal participation in decision making, especially in the political field. As rural
communities often lived on cattle raising, they entertained close commercial
contacts with the outside world. Conflicts were traditionally solved by arbitra-
tion on the basis of the stipulations in the Zinungen (associations). Occasionally
during the fourteenth century, and regularly later on, the 7agsatzung, the general
assembly of the deputies from all full members of the Eidgenossenschaft or
sworn union, became the political platform to mediate conflicts. It was evi-
dently not always possible to reach agreements, but an attempt of the major
cities to constitute a separate co-ordinative committee was outlawed in 1481.
The relatively small size of the Swiss cities explains their inability to dominate
their countryside as did the Italian ones, while their vulnerability to foreign
aggression obliged them to keep some kind of unity. However, an agreement
made in 1503 to submit all foreign treaties, personal indentures and contracts

8 Moraw (1992), p. 6.
% Wernicke (1986), p. 190; Blockmans (1986), pp. 183—9, and (1992); Moraw (1994), pp. 119—21.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



60 WIM BLOCKMANS

for military service to the approval of a majority of the Zagsatzung was never
fully implemented.”

Among the points most frequently raised by cities in their petitions and griev-
ances was the care for a stable currency. Even in Poland, where cities had
effectivelylost the right of givingassent to the aid, Cracow had a say in monetary
affairs during the fifteenth century.”! In some cases, the ruler’s seignorage (or
tax) on coinage was bought off by the representative institutions in order to
avoid further debasements. The duke of Luneburg sold his right in 1293 to the
three estates whose deputies would further implement it. In 1307 the dukes of
Bavaria sold their mints for a subsidy.”*In 1345 the three estates of Brandenburg
refuted the monetary reform projected by the margrave.”” The ‘Members’ of
Flanders and the cities of Brabantand Holland repeatedly granted aids in return
for monetary stability. In nearly half the assemblies of the estates general of the
Low Countries monetary problems featured on the agenda. In the first decades
of the fifteenth century the ‘Four Members’ of Flanders were to be actively
engaged in decisions regarding the physical aspects of the coinage, its value, and
in aspects of the assaying of the metal used to makeit.”

Another grievance raised by representatives, especially those of the cities,
was the appointment of foreigners as government officials. A non-exhaustive
list might include the following examples: Bohemia, 1310 and again 1437;
Brandenburg and Prussia, 1345; Brabant, 1356; Utrecht, 1375; Normandy, 1381;
Hungary, 1387; England, 1406; Pomerania, 1459.”> It makes no sense trying to
enumerate all the powers which representative institutions claimed with more
or less lasting success. What matters is that, under their overall responsibility
for the common weal, as well as the defence of privileges and customs, they
could raise any kind of problem of internal and foreign policy since the latter
always produced repercussions in the spheres of defence and taxation, and
often that of trade as well. As an example, the Castilian cortes, and especially the
cities, had a strong influence on legislation since many of the lists of griev-
ances, submitted as petitions by one or another of the estates in the form of
cuadernos, formed the basis of ordinances issued in the corzes. In 1261, they
required redress of grievances before granting a tax. In 1268, the detailed list of
prices and wages clearly reflected the concerns and competences of an urban
committee.” It will be clear that large urban communes dealt primarily with
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economic questions which were vital to them and concerned their specific
interests. They were producing, buying and selling merchandise, which created
types of problems very different to those familiar to noble councillors. These
matters required an expedient, practical and effective response, such as only
people trained in normal trade practices could give. This explains why mon-
archs, more interested in territory and honour than in overseas trade, were slow
to get a grasp of the wotld of the cities which served as outlets to maritime
trade.

PATHS OF DEVELOPMENT

Having rejected from the outset an exclusive attention to ideal types of repre-
sentation, we have found in fact a great variety of institutions, of which some
proved better equipped than others to survive into early modern times. This
eventual survival was not the privilege of one particular type of institution:
until the end of the ancien régime, federations of towns and villages, as well as
regional and general estates and parliaments, Landtage or Reichstage with two,
three or four chambers continued to function. It became apparent that, funda-
mentally, there existed two ways by which representation was initiated: on
behalf of monarchies in need of political and material support; and as a
spontaneous action of communities defending their collective interests.
Monarchical initiatives generally took place on a large scale which raised
problems of integration and continuity, especially in large territories.
Overstretched ambitions and discontinuity of dynasties offered opportunities
for subjects to raise their claims. The stronger their own organisation, espe-
cially that of the large cities, the better they were equipped to obtain a lasting
grasp on government. Much depended on the type of society and its level of
organisation: densely populated and highly urbanised areas, as well as rural
communes with assemblies of free peasants, were able to react more promptly
than scattered populations of serfs. The latter, having no institutional outlets
for their grievances, could only turn to revolt. However, in territories where the
monarchy’s problems such as repeatedly problematic successions to the throne
or the Hundred Years War were recurrent or constant, such frequent chal-
lenges created opportunities for the development of effective representative
institutions. Yet, even then, much depended on the capacity of the most pow-
erful groups in the political system to organise lasting pressure in support of
their concerns. This involved close communication, only achieved over limited
distances and in a modern, commercialised economy. The monarchical model
would reflect its origins in the extension of princely courts and the legitimation
based on romano-canonical theoties. However, it was seldom considered to be
in the interest of a monarch to cede power to representatives. As soon as the
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pressure on the government lessened, for example by the exploitation of inde-
pendent resources or the introduction of permanent taxes, the frequency of
meetings decreased, so that they might not occur at all over a period of years.
The English parliament met on average more than once per year during the
fourteenth and the first half of the fifteenth centuries. After 1450, however,
when the Hundred Years War had come to an end, the frequency of meetings
decreased drastically to only twenty sessions until 1510, and none at all during
seven years in 1497—1504. Such irregularity of course had a deleterious effect
on the efficacity of parliament.”’

The royal privilege of summoning and dissolving representative institutions,
and of stopping the payment of wages and allowances, rendered the assem-
blies vulnerable to tactical manoeuvring. The French estates general were thus
summoned only in times of extreme crisis and dissolved as soon as solutions
had been reached. The monarchy cleatly feared to lose control, having in mind
the Parisian revolts which originated in the sessions of the estates general in
1355 and 1413. Sessions therefore were afterwards held outside the capital.”®
The systematic study of the careers and social background of representatives
has revealed more refined methods by which representative institutions lost a
good deal of their autonomous influence. Prosopographical research of the
French estates general of 1484 showed that royal officials numbered up to 84 of
the 269 representatives, nearly one third. They constituted 63 per cent of all
members of the third estate and nearly 22 per cent of the nobility. The latter
estate was further closely linked to the monarchy by honorary titles such as that
of royal councillor (which was the case of forty among the eighty-three noble
representatives) or by royal pensions. Only twenty-one urban officials (less
than 8 per cent) participated, and again three of them were afterwards hon-
oured by a royal or seignorial office. Only 13 per cent of the latter held a uni-
versity degree, most in law, while this was the case for 70 per cent of the royal
officials acting as representatives and 93 per cent of the members of chapters.
In this respect, the use of Latin obviously favoured the university graduates. In
1484, even more than in 1468, royal officials and clients acted as a supra-
regional power elite, linking local and regional interests with the court. The
autonomy of cities, and of the estates in general, cleatly got lost in the exten-
sion of networks of power brokers.”

Similar observations could be made about the English parliament, for which
the most extensive prosopographical research has been carried through. From
1445 onwards, it was no longer required that electors should return local repre-
sentatives, which led to an invasion of borough seats by members of the gentry

77 Powicke and Fryde (1961), pp. 512—34. ' Bulst (1992), p. 372.
7 Bulst (1992), pp. 338-67.
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and other outsiders. Members of parliament increasingly used their election to
obtain positions and offices for themselves and for their clients, or to further
other private interests by means of petitions. In 1420, the Commons tried in
vain to prevent the king from agreeing to private petitions without their
consent, which left many possibilities open to private arrangements, even
against the common weal.* More than 81 per cent of the about 700 knights of
the shire returned from 1439 to 1509 were county justices of the peace. Half of
the sheriffs were elected to parliament at some stage of their lives; while hun-
dreds of members of parliament have been identified as escheators (the king’s
agent in feudal death duties), collectors, controllers or surveyors of customs,
commanders of royal castles or holders of other royal or county appoint-
ments. Many such appointments were arranged while patliament was in
session, which leads to the conclusion that hope of patronage was a strong
incentive to obtain election to patrliament. On the other hand, this attitude
undermined the autonomy of the representative institution. Prosopographical
research has further shown, for France as well as for England, the absence of
clear-cut social divisions between the estates or houses. The share of university
degrees may have been somewhat lower than in the French estates general —
one out of five English members of parliament around 1420 — probably the
result of the differences in the legal systems, but the tendency to erode the
action of representative institutions from within by extending royal patronage
helps to explain the general loss of political impact of the institutions, if not of
their members.®!

In the other model of representation, the communal one, representation was
from the bottom up, largely on an informal basis, in most cases at least partially
autonomous from monarchical power. Urban and rural communes organised
the defence of their interests when these differed fundamentally from, or were
opposed to, those of the great landowners. They formed associations of com-
munes which negotiated on the basis of free participation. While external
threats lasted, their collaboration became more institutionalised and gradually
performed a wide range of tasks of government, especially those connected
with trade, in a more efficient way than the monarch’s bureaucracy might have
done it. This proved most effective on a relatively small scale where frequent
interaction and community of interests were widely petrceived and accepted.
Long-distance trade was a common incentive for the formation of urban
leagues and similar representative institutions. Less dependent upon monarchi-
cal initiatives, the communal forms of representation were therefore less
vulnerable to patronage, and continued to function in their own way as long as

80 Roskell ezal. (1992), 1, pp. 43—5, 63—7, 101—3.
81 Roskell ez al. (1992), 1, p. 171; Wedgwood (1936-8), 11, pp. xvii—xIvii.
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their economic basis remained firm. Yet, in confrontation with intensive exter-
nal pressures, their lack of centralisation and cohesion became a disadvantage.
Sometimes the leagues became incorporated as members of (eventually com-
posite) assemblies of estates presided over by the monarch and his officials, and
thus shifted in the direction of the monatchical model. In this way Hanseatic
cities participated in the representative institutions of different territories.
Where monarchs were distant, representation could very well develop in
various, partially overlapping, forms outside monarchical territories. However,
the process of state formation in the later Middle Ages made princely power
more omnipresentand less dependent on the consent of subjects.

Plurality of powers in a political system, and the need for holders of oppos-
ing interests to find compromises, were necessary preconditions for the emet-
gence and continuity of representative institutions. Regional variations in
timing, types and evolution were essentially determined by the interaction
between downward and upward organisational initiatives. The monarchical
and communal models of representation met at some point in their evolution.
Cities could only play a prominent role in areas of high urbanisation. As states
grew more powerful in the later Middle Ages, they tended to incorporate hith-
erto independent cities, especially by integrating their ruling elites. The capital
accumulation and monetatised economy of the cities offered immense com-
petitive advantages to princes. They started with loans from individual mer-
chants, and finally tried to impose continuous indirect taxation on trade, which
ensured them a regular and easy income without having to face the unpleasant
demands of subjects. None the less the communal model was to prove its
strength in later centuries, even when the cities had to play their role in the
framework of assemblies of estates.

Fundamental weaknesses of the medieval representative institutions were
theirlack of continuity in the monarchical model, and their lack of unityin both
models. The sense of community in all sections of society remained far behind
the means of centralisation at the disposal of princes. This enabled princes to
play off estates and corporate participants one against another. As repre-
sentatives realised that more could be achieved through the making of particular
arrangements than through collective action, so their institutions began to lose
effectiveness. Two reasons thus explain the decline of many of them in the
second half of the fifteenth century: relative or even absolute loss of power,and
the incorporation of local and regional elites in the state apparatus.

Conversely, a monarch was incapable of creating any enduring repre-
sentative institution if this did not already rest on existing, politically well-
organised, local and regional communities. Not would he even try to do so if
he had at his disposal sufficient means to reach his goals independently, some-
thing which each late medieval prince constantly strove to achieve.
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CHAPTER 3

POPES AND COUNCILS

Antony Black

ONE may distinguish three levels in the story of popes and councils in the fif-
teenth century: the political, or diplomatic and institutional; the doctrinal, or
ideological; and the cultural, relating to the longer-term development of
Europe and her peoples.

I

When the Council of Pisa opened on 25 March 1409, long years of patient
diplomacy by churchmen and statesmen seemed at last to be bearing fruit.
Since the schism of 1378 between Urban VI and Clement VII and their succes-
sors, rulers and clergy had opted for one ‘allegiance’ or the other, partly on
grounds of domestic or inter-state politics. After more than a quarter of a
century, with the ‘Roman’ Pope Gregory XII (Angelo Correr) and the
‘Avignonese’ Pope Benedict XIII (Pedro de Luna) showing no sign of willing-
ness to give way or permit procedures for a mutual abdication, the French led
the way by withdrawing their allegiance from Benedict in 1398. From then on
the idea of resolving the schism by ‘the way of the council’ gathered momen-
tum: the emergency, it was felt, was such that a general council could be called
by special procedures, with powers to impose a solution on both claimants in
the name of the whole Church. The council would ask both ‘popes’ to resign; if
either or both did not, they would be tried for schism and implicit heresy; the
council would then have authority to depose a pope found guilty of such
crimes, and to make arrangements for the election of a new, undisputed pope.
Supporters of the conciliar way also wanted the council to undertake a reform
of the Church, especially of papal taxation and papal appointments to senior
benefices.

Both popes refused to have anything to do with Pisa, and condemned it and
its supporters; each held his own council, Benedict at Perpignan, Gregory at
Cividale. Pisa had been convoked by a group of some fifteen cardinals drawn
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from both allegiances. Its strongest secular supporters were Charles VI of
France and the Republic of Florence (which authorised Pisa as the venue); its
other supporters included Henry IV of England, John, duke of Burgundy, the
kings of Poland and Portugal, Milan and the Republic of Genoa. In Germany,
which had for the most part originally supported Urban VI, there were various
allegiances; the situation was complicated by rivalry for the royal-imperial
crown between Wenceslas of Bohemia, who supported Pisa, and Rupert of
Bavaria, who supported Gregory. Benedict’s core of support lay in Castile and
Aragon. The Republic of Venice was ambivalent. The situation in southern
Italy was dominated by the unruly King Ladislas of Naples, who supported
Benedict but was himself under challenge from Louis of Anjou.

Since it was cleat that neither ‘pope’ would resign, the main business at Pisa
was what to do with both claimants in order to achieve reunion. Despite some
opposition from the representatives of King Rupert and of Poland and
England, the French and others enabled the Council to pursue its cases against
both claimants. Benedict and Gregory were declared heretical (23 April), con-
demned for refusing repentance (contumacia) (23 May), and deposed (5 June).
On 26 June Peter Philarge, cardinal-archbishop of Milan, was elected pope and
took the name Alexander V. Between 27 July and 7 August the Council issued
rather vague reform decrees and stipulated that a further council should meet
in three years.

The new ‘Pisan’ pope was supported by Charles of France, Florence, Savoy,
the dukes of Bavaria and Austria, and Henry of England; Castile, Aragon and
Scotland remained behind Benedict. A council summoned by Gregory to meet
at Aquileia and attended by delegates of the Empire and Naples ended in
confusion when Venice, on whose territory it was situated, withdrew from
Gregory’s allegiance. Gregory was forced to flee for protection first to Ladislas,
then to Malatesta of Rimini. The aged Alexander meanwhile moved to
Bologna, controlled by Baldassare Cossa; when he died in what some thought
were suspicious circumstances, Cossa was elected pope in the Pisan line and
took the name John XXIII (May 1410). Meanwhile, King Rupert had died and
Sigismund of Luxemburg had been elected ‘king of the Romans’ (that is, king
of Germany and emperot-elect), thus ending the imperial schism. He declared
his adherence to John.

The ensuing military and political events had a decisive impact on church
history. In May 1411 Louis of Anjou defeated Ladislas. In March 1412 John,
who, despite appointing as cardinals such first-rate men as Francesco
Zabarella, Pierre d’Ailly and Guillaume Fillastre, had the reputation of a
bandit, duly convoked a council to meet in Rome under Ladislas’s protection;
representatives were sent by Sigismund, Charles VI, Naples and Florence. But
Ladislas soon abandoned John and invaded the papal states (June 1413),

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Popes and conncils 67

causing John to flee for protection first to Florence, then to Sigismund, whose
price was that the council be reconvened at Constance, a self-governing city
immediately subject to the Empire. The point was that the sovereign on whose
territory the council met could make it possible for it to complete its work.
Sigismund proved to be the salvation of the conciliar way. On 30 October 1413
he announced on his own authority that the council would convene at
Constance on 1 November 1414; he invited all three ‘popes’ and all secular
rulers to attend. John added his own convocation in December; the following
August, Ladislas died.

When the Council of Constance opened in November 1414, it had the
support of the emperor-elect and a considerable number of German princes,
of France, England, Burgundy, Poland, Hungary, Austria and Denmark.
Benedict retained the adherence of Castile, Aragon and Scotland, all of whom
refused to send representatives. But now that a council was actually assembling
with such widespread support, ecclesiastical considerations and moral influ-
ence became important. This was by far the best-attended and best-supported
— and the most ‘representative’ — council for a very long time, certainly since
1378. It was also the first time that such a reputable council had met under these
circumstances; one may search in vain for a parallel in either medieval or
ancient history.

The project of reunion through a council had been attracting strong support
among the universities, especially Paris (the ‘alma mater’ of European theol-
ogy), and the numerous clerics, including many senior prelates, who had been
educated there. The University of Paris had played a prominent role at Pisa and
Rome (1412); its delegation at Constance was led by the chancellor, Jean
Gerson, a man of great moral and intellectual standing and the leading theo-
logian of the day. For deliberating and voting, the Council was divided, along
the lines of some universities, into four so-called ‘nations’ (English, French,
German, Italian): the cardinals sometimes deliberated separately. These labels
were imprecise: the ‘English’ nation included the Irish and Scots, the ‘German’
took in Poland, Bohemia, Hungary and Denmark. This system was adopted
primarily because, had voting been conducted in the council as a whole (as in
previous councils) the Italians, with their disproportionate number of ‘mitres’
(bishops and abbots) would have dominated it completely: it was in the nature
of the enterprise that on this occasion there had to be international consensus.
The exact numbers present are difficult to determine; the French nation once
recorded over 100 votes (probably including many non-‘mitres’) and a total
attendance of 4o0; but the total number of ‘mitres’ may never have exceeded
100. A further feature, and objective, of the system adopted was that secular
rulers could directly influence members, many either representatives of secular
domains or persons selected, under their ruler’s eye, at local or national synods.
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On the other hand, kings were advised by high ecclesiastics; they in turn had
been appointed by, or with the consent of, the crown.

Sigismund and Gerson, with the support of the French, German and
English nations (Robert Hallum, bishop of Salisbury, led the English delega-
tion and worked closely with Sigismund), called upon all three contenders to
resign immediately. John agreed to do so but only on condition that the others
did the same (which was unlikely). The eatly months of 1415 were decisive: in
Match, John fled and was detained. On 6 April 1415 the Council issued the
decree ‘Haec Sancta’ (formetly sometimes known as ‘Sacrosancta’) which
stated that, as a universal council, it derived its authority ‘immediately from
Christ’ and could exercise it even over popes ‘in matters of faith, unity and
reform’. Thus empowered, the Council brought John to trial and deposed him
(29 May). In July Gregory finally agreed to ‘convoke’ the Council, and then
resigned.

Sigismund now left Constance in order to negotiate with Castile, Aragon
and Scotland, the supporters of Benedict who comprised the one substantial
dissident group remaining. He insisted that during his absence the Council
should confine itself to reform and do nothing about reunion — the trial of
Benedict and election of a new pope. This was good political sense if those
remaining Buropean states wete to be brought into agreement. But it proved a
long absence — he did not return until January 1417 — and very costly in terms
of conciliar harmony. Wrangles developed between the French and English, as
one would expect given the state of war between their countries. Gerson, hith-
erto spiritual leader of the movement for conciliar reform, lost stature in a pro-
tracted debate about tyrannicide. Sigismund, nevertheless, achieved his goal
when, in an agreement signed at Narbonne in December 1415 and ratified at
Constance in February 1416, Castile and the rest withdrew their allegiance
from Benedict. Yet the Aragonese delegation did not arrive until September
1416, when they formed a fifth, Spanish ‘nation” the Castilians did not join
them until March 1417. The way was at last open for the process against
Benedict, who was duly condemned and deposed (June 1417).

Debate now centred upon reform and the election of a new pope. Reform
provoked deep disagreements, and here the Council of Constance proved in
the end ineffectual. Reform was linked to reunion: the secular powers had
made reunion possible, but their influence depended on their ability to control
their clergy, partly through the system of appointments. During the schism and
in the run up to Pisa and Constance, secular rulers had formed their own eccle-
siastical policies of allegiance to one claimant, or neutrality based on with-
drawal from both. The king of France, in particular, with the declaration of
‘Gallican liberties’ (1408), had transferred important papal powers of taxation
and appointment to de facto royal control. Appeals to church courts outside
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France were forbidden, something which the English had achieved in the
1350s. Yet these very issues, along with pastoral absenteeism and the like, were
at the heart of the reformers’ programme. Thus, when the French demanded
suppression of papal taxes, the Italians, as the main beneficiaries of the exist-
ing system, opposed this; the English and Germans declared it inopportune.

Now, after Benedict’s deposition, the question arose whether first to elect a
new pope of, alternatively, first to lay down reforms binding upon whoever
might be elected. The latter course would cleatly limit the central powers of the
Papacy, and was more likely to achieve substantial reform. For a while the issue
hung in the balance with the Italians, Spanish and now (paradoxically) French
advocating election, while the English and Germans advocated reform first. In
September 1417 Zabarella, seen by many as the ideal candidate for the Papacy,
and Hallum, the mainstay of English support for Sigismund and reform, both
died. The English changed their approach, taking a reluctant Sigismund with
them: the papal election would come first. Even so the decree ‘Frequens’ was
passed (9 October 1417). This was of the utmost importance for the future. It
laid down that henceforth councils must meet at regular, stipulated intervals;
before a council disbanded, the time and place of the next one must be
decreed; and, in the case of a new papal schism, a council must immediately
meet without any official convocation, and all rival contenders be ‘ipso iute’
suspended from office.

Dispute over the procedure for an election was resolved by constituting a
special one-off electoral college of the cardinals with six representatives from
each nation, which put the cardinals in a minority (so much were they dis-
trusted). The election did not take long: Oddo Colonna emerged as Martin V
(November). He was a scion of an old Roman family accustomed to ecclesias-
tical power, elected, no doubt, to make possible an eatly revival of an inde-
pendent territorial base for the Papacy. On reform, a very general decree was
passed obliging the pope to reform the Church and the Roman ‘curia’ with the
help of the council and the ‘nations’. In March 1418 reforms, dealing particu-
larly with taxation and benefices, were introduced, not in the form of conciliar
decrees binding on all, but rather as separate agreements (concordata) between
the Papacy and the several ‘nations’. Martin, unusually, did not confirm the
council’s acts as a whole but referred to what it had enacted ‘in matters of faith
in a conciliar way (conciliariter)’, thus leaving the status of decrees like ‘Haec
Sancta’ open to interpretation. The Council was dissolved in April 1418; in
May, Martin issued a dectree prohibiting appeals from pope to council even in
matters of faith. From his viewpoint, nothing had changed.

The protracted schism and disruption of ecclesiastical government gave the
reunited Papacy a honeymoon period. In accordance with the decree
‘Frequens’, a council was convened to meet at Pavia in 1423. But, after some
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months, the only significant delegation to have arrived was from the University
of Paris, the homeland of conciliarist ideas; so Martin first transferred the
council to Siena and then, on grounds of inadequate attendance, dissolved it
(1424).

The next council was due to meet in 1431 at Basle, a self-governing city
immediately subject to the Empire. Martin convoked it but died soon after-
wards. He was succeeded by Gabriel Condulmaro from Venice, as Eugenius
IV. He shared Martin’s distrust of a council but found himself faced with an
entirely new political situation. University men (doctores) from Paris and central
Europe were again the first to arrive; most royal delegations and senior prelates
did not appear until the spring or summer of 1432. This time, the Parisian
delegation stood firm: when Eugenius decreed the Council’s dissolution
(December 1431), it replied by reaffirming the decree ‘Haec Sancta’ on the
independent authority of councils, and in addition specifically asserting, in the
decree ‘De stabilimento concilii’ (February 1432), that a council could only be
transferred, prorogued or dissolved with its own consent. By the summer, with
‘mitres’ and representatives of the major European powers now attending in
even larger numbers than at Constance, the papal legate, Giuliano Cesarini,
advised Eugenius to recognise and participate in the Council. The main
reasons for the massive and, to Eugenius in his Roman fastness, unexpected
support for Basle were twofold. First, after the recent crushing victory of
radical-Hussite forces over papal-imperial forces, followed by incursions and
propaganda aimed at neighbouring German territories, Sigismund and the
German princes hoped for a negotiated settlement, to include doctrinal issues,
with the moderate Hussites who were willing to come to Basle. For this they
needed the council. In the second place, advocates of thorough reform,
including a transfer of papal powers to councils and some decentralisation, had
in Bugenius and his court fresh evidence of the need for change.

This was their moment. The secular powers and senior prelates (not always
distinct parties), although they supported the Council, were not in a position
altogether to control it. This was because the doctores, led by Jean Beaupére and
others from Paris, had transformed the organisation and procedures of the
council before others had arrived. Instead of ‘nations’ pliant to secular control,
there were now committees (‘deputationes’) based on subject areas, for faith,
peace, reform and ‘common affairs’ (communia, meaning especially discipline
and diplomacy). Another committee screened applicants for membership of
the Council. Above all, every person admitted had an equal vote in the commit-
tees and general assembly, regardless of rank. Opponents of the system, which
included secular rulers, complained that it gave a cook the same authority as an
archbishop representing a monarch. This was an exaggeration: what it did,
however, was to enshrine the voice of the intellectuals.
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Disregarding Eugenius, the Council embarked on negotiations with the
Hussites and on a comprehensive reform programme. Eugenius was
suspended from office; the Council took over the functions of hearing appeals,
deciding disputed elections, collecting certain taxes and distributing patronage
formerly belonging to the pope. Such a step soon gave numerous individuals a
vested interest in one side or the other. Sigismund and other rulers prevailed
upon Eugenius to make peace with the Council (December 1433), but neither
the papal court nor the conciliatists from the Universities took this very seri-
ously. Each saw it as a fight to the death, in constitutional and ideological terms.

In the following years, from 1433 to 1436, the Council reached agreement
with the moderate Hussites, thanks to whom ‘Bohemia’ ceased to pose a
general threat. It also brought about peace negotiations between France and
Burgundy (the Peace of Arras, 1435). Above all, it issued sweeping reform
decrees, including the abolition of annates (June 1435) and replacement of
papal powers of appointment with election by chapter (July 1433 and March
1436). Yet these very successes changed the political situation, rendering the
Council offensive to some, unnecessary to others. Time, money and patronage
worked quietly on the side of Eugenius and his greatly improved diplomatic
corps. The conciliatist reformers, on the other hand, now under the leadership
of the implacable Cardinal Louis Aleman, an old personal enemy of the pope,
were the more intent on implementing their constitutional programme thor-
oughly. As the French archbishop Philippe de Coétquis put it, ‘this time we
shall either take the Papacy away from the Italians or so clip its wings that it
won’t matter who has it”.! The French and Italians at Basle were said to regard
one another with ‘almost inborn hatred’ (‘odio quasi naturali’).”

What finally destroyed the Council as an effective force was the further ques-
tion of negotiation with the Greek Church. The Greek emperor and patriarch,
desperate for Latin help against the Ottomans, were prepared to discuss theo-
logical differences but would not travel beyond the Alps. This was Eugenius’s
ace: a council in Italy would be more amenable to him. The conciliarists,
although they realised this, ignored Greek sensitivities. Thus sincere church-
men, like Giuliano Cesarini and Nicholas of Cusa, were faced with a difficult
choice. On 7 May 1437, amid uproar and threats of violence, two rival decrees
were read out simultaneously in the cathedral: the majority proposed Basle,
Avignon or Savoy as the meeting-place with the Greeks, the minority, including
an actual majority of senior prelates, proposed transferring the council to Italy.
(This meant that subsequent argument included the question of who was en-
titled to a full vote in councils.) Eugenius promptly recognised the minority

! Reported by Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, De rebus Basiliae gestis, p. 188.
2 Haller et al. (eds.), Concilium Basiliense, 1, p. 435.
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decree and transferred the council to Ferrara, and then, so as to avoid an out-
break of plague which soon afterwards reached Basle, to Florence.

In this confused situation, the opposed fortunes of Basle and Eugenius
largely depended upon the attitudes of the secular powers. Territorial control
mattered more and more. The Council itself spent much effort developing its
own power base in the Rhone valley (including Avignon), Savoy and the Swiss
Confederation, with Milan as an ally; it also had the support of Aragon and
Poland. Eugenius controlled the papal states and was supported by the
Republic of Florence, England and Burgundy. A great swathe of powers —
France, Castile, the emperor and most German princes — remained neutral. At
a German—imperial Reichstag held at Nuremberg in March 1438, the German
rulers formally adopted an Act of Neutrality, to which Castile also adhered. A
year later, in the Acceptatio of Mainz (26 March 1439), they adopted in general
terms the reform decrees from Basle, specifically the decree ‘Frequens’, and
the decrees on elections, and on provincial and diocesan synods; however, they
refused to commit themselves on the subject of papal or conciliar supremacy.
On the other hand, when Charles VII of France issued the Pragmatic Sanction
of Bourges (7 July 14338), giving legal effect in his own kingdom to most of
Basle’s reforms — a momentous step, truly Marsilian in character, which
remained in force until 1516 — he also affirmed conciliar supremacy, though not
the legality of the recent acts of Basle.

From now on these neutral powers advocated ‘a new, third council’ to be
independent of both Basle and Eugenius. In terms of international diplomacy
there was some paralle] with the situation before Pisa (1409). Negotiation and
debate were intense but increasingly fruitless, even though the Reichstag met
once or twice a year for several years, attended also by representatives of other
European powers. What emerged was a distinctively secularist attitude and
policy on church questions, a concern for reform, lay control and public order.

The majority at Basle proceeded as if unaware of this. In spring 1439, in the
face of protests not only from the Germans and French but from friendly
powers such as Aragon and Milan, the council proceeded to a yet more
unequivocal and provocative assertion of conciliar supremacy: a council is
superior to a pope unconditionally; a pope may not dissolve or transfer a
council without its own consent (“The Three Truths of Faith 16 May).
Eugenius was declared heretical and deposed (25 June). Amadeus, retired duke
of Savoy, was elected pope as Felix V, with strictly limited powers. Eugenius
and his court understood diplomacy better; they also had the apparent achieve-
ment of unity with the Greek Church to their credit, after the Greek leaders
signed a decree of unity (‘Lactentur Coeli’: Florence, 6 July 1439). This con-
tained a fulsome statement of the papal primacy. In September, Eugenius pro-
ceeded to condemn and depose from office all members of the Council of
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Basle and their supporters. It was the papalists’ handling of the neutral powers
which was particularly deft. Although they never won an intellectual argument
(and may have lost some), they knew how unimportant this was. They flattered
their courtly audiences, they spoke the right political language, and above all
they were prepared to negotiate on matters such as church finance and
benefices (‘to cede a little lest we lose all’).’ The key point, however, was that
they could appear to meet requests for a ‘new, third council’ confident that the
French and Germans would never agree on where it should be held.

Castile submitted to Eugenius in 1440; here one can detect the influence of
ecclesiastics like Rodrigo Sanchez de Arevalo. Following the brief reign of
Albert I1, Sigismund’s successor, the new emperor-elect and king of Germany
was the young Habsburg, Frederick 111, who was friendly towards the Papacy
although he did not commit himself in public until 1444. The other leading
German princes remained neutral; indeed, some were strongly inclined
towards conciliarism and reform, if not towards all other aspects of the Basle
programme. In 1443 BEugenius won over Alfonso V of Aragon by investing
him as king of Naples. In the spring of 1446, after finally reaching agreement
with Frederick, Eugenius lost patience and nearly ruined his case by deposing
the archbishops of Cologne and Ttier for their support of Basle. The Reichstag
sat all summer. Mattets were only settled when Eugenius died (February 1447),
to be succeeded by Thomas Satzana as Nicholas V, a seasoned diplomat. He
drew up concordats with the emperor and the German princes, recognising
ecclesiastical appointments made during the Neutrality, sharing out various
revenues and rights of appointment between the Papacy and the rulers, and
promising to convoke a new council within eighteen months. Only then did the
German princes submit. The Papacy had to accept recognition from France
without any hope of the Pragmatic Sanction’s repeal. Poland accepted a fait
accompli. The Council of Basle transferred itself to Lausanne and soon after
dissolved itself (1449).

In the event, the defeat of the Council of Basle proved decisive for the
western Church, for western Christendom and for European civilisation. But
this was not apparent at the time. Most informed opinion continued to see a
truly general and representative council as the best and, indeed, the only means
by which the universally accepted need for church reform could be fulfilled.
Partly for this reason, many continued to regard a council as in principle super-
ior to a pope. This was notoriously the common opinion in the universities,
which on this issue still tended to follow the lead of Patis. Perhaps the notion
of such a council was becoming something of an ideal, detached from any-
thing the efforts of prelates or princes were capable of achieving. Voices were

3> Da Monte, Briefsammlung, pp. 73—4.
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heard attacking the pope and clergy with an asperity that went deeper. Some
turned to mysticism. It was amongst the Carthusians, the strictest of religious
orders, that demands for a reform council and assertions of conciliar superiot-
ity were loudest in the 1450s.

These developments were especially acute in Germany, which now
remained the fulcrum of conciliar aspirations, as it had already begun to be
during the 1440s. Even at Constance, it had been said that immediate reform
was the last hope for the clerical estate, especially in Germany. In that country,
as Cusa’s De concordantia catholica (1432—3) and the anonymous Reformatio
Sigismundi (1439) made clear, reform of the Church was closely linked to reform
of the Empire, which in turn involved strivings towards a renewed public order
and, in some sense, national unity. The Emperor Frederick, crowned in Rome
in 1452, gave no leadership in this matter. Instead, at a Reichstag at Frankfurt
(14506), the princes drew up the ‘Grievances (gravamina) of the German Nation’,
which included complaints about papal appointments to benefices and inter-
ference in elections, and about papal methods of raising money by taxation
(expectatives, annates) and other means (indulgences).* One of the authors
was Gregor Heimburg, a man who was not alone as a counsellor among
princes in regarding the Papacy as an alien power. In fact, shortly afterwards he
campaigned for the heretical king of Bohemia, George of Podébrady. The aim
of the gravamina was partly to get the reforms of Basle implemented; but they
also demanded the regular holding of general councils and national councils as
stipulated by the decree ‘Frequens’ and other decrees enacted at Basle. The
princes aspired to the kind of ecclesiastical independence enjoyed by France
and England. Their demands were repeated at a meeting of princes at
Nurembergin 1461. In response to this and similar moves by other rulers, Pope
Pius II (1458—64: formerly Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, from Siena) renewed
the condemnation of appeals from pope to general council in strong terms in
the decree ‘Execrabilis’ (18 January 1460).

A few members of the Roman curia, especially men like Nicholas of Cusa
and Pius II who were acquainted with Germany, were awate of the political as
well as the spiritual need for reform. Cusa drew up an imaginative programme
of ‘reformatio generalis’ for Pius, while the pope himself drafted a reform bull,
‘Pastor Aeternus’. He died, however, before this could be published.

For much of the time the situation in Europe was masked by the apparent
successes of papal diplomacy, the continued ineffectiveness both of reform-
ers’ pleas for a council, and of rulers’ threats to call one as a means of bringing
pressure on the Papacy in, for example, cases of disputed benefices. In Rome
itself the trappings of power seemed intact as, under papal patronage, the city

4 Textin Werminghoff (1910), pp. 113 .
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became a focus for the renaissance in architecture and the visual arts, which
would culminate in the fateful plans for the rebuilding of St Peter’s.

It was the eastern question, the need felt for yet another crusade following
the dramatic advances made by the Ottoman Turks in the Balkans, Greece and
the Aegean, culminating (symbolically, at least) in their capture of
Constantinople in 1453, which prompted the next international assembly. This
was, significantly, not an ecclesiastical council but a congress of princes (some
indeed had advocated such an international ‘council’ or ‘general parliament’ of
secular rulers as a solution to the quarrels between Eugenius and Basle). It was
Pius IT’s brainchild, was convoked by him, and met at Mantua from September
1459 to January 1460. Even so, the pope dealt with the delegations not all
together but separately. He expounded in his polished Latin the urgent need
for a united effort on behalf of the Christian commonwealth (respublica chris-
tiand) against ‘the common enemies’ (the Turks). Pius II himself had started
out as a fervent conciliatist and supporter of Basle, then gravitated into the
service of the emperor-elect, Frederick III (whom he urged to assume joint
leadership of Christendom alongside the restored Papacy), before finally
entering upon a specifically ecclesiastical career. Despite his sense of which
way the wind was blowing, he never lost a romantic flair, of which this project
was another example. Itis interesting to compare his policy towards Islam with
that of two of his former fellow conciliarists. Both Cusa, now a reformist
within the papal ¢ria, and John of Segovia, the meek theologian who had
reached a position of unexpected ascendancy at Basle only to end his days in
enforced retirement in a remote region of Savoy, had embarked upon a study
of the Koran as a prelude to engaging in theological debate, instead of armed
conflict, with the victorious Muslims — much as they had with the Hussites at
Basle.

The need for a crusade was added to reasons why a general council should
be called; as such it featured regularly in the electoral pacts sworn by the cardi-
nals before they elected one of their number as pope. At the time of the
Christian Congress (Christentag) of Ratisbon (1471), it was argued that only
through a council could the requisite money be raised.

The only serious, or at least half-serious, attempt to call a general council in
defiance of the Papacy was undertaken by King Louis XII of France in
combination with a group of dissident cardinals (1511). When Pope Julius 11
sought to deny domination of northern Italy to the French by dissolving the
League of Cambrai and forming a new alliance against France with Spain and
Venice, Louis responded by attacking Julius on the ecclesiastical front. The cat-
dinals, arguing that Julius had infringed ‘Frequens’ and his pre-election oath by
not having already summoned a council, and that this duty therefore devolved
upon them, summoned the Council to meet at Pisa on 1 September. Part of the
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Council’s potential appeal lay in Julius’s ruthless attempts to expand the papal
states; it was supported on principle by the University of Paris, and was
attended mainly by clergy from France, inspired by royal policy. The Emperor
Maximilian, also a member of the League of Cambrai, supported the Council,
but the German bishops did not. Even devoted reformers and conciliarists,
like Giovanni Gozzadini in Julius’s court, could see the Council as a political
move. Julius dealt with it by convoking his own council to meet at Rome in
April 1512 — the fifth Lateran Council. This was supported by Ferdinand of
Spain, but was attended mostly by Italian bishops. Further promises of reform
were made. In the meantime, the Council of Pisa went as far as renewing ‘Haec
Sancta’ and suspending Julius, before Maximilian made peace. By now Louis
no longer needed the council, which, after transferring itself to Lyons, dis-
solved itself. The reforms decreed at Rome were minimal. So it was that, right
up to the start of the Lutheran Reformation and indeed beyond, pious
German princes, like Eberhard of Wiirttemberg and George of Saxony (many
of whose clergy, incidentally, had participated in the Council of Basle), still
looked to a general council for reform of the Church.

II

In the realm of ideas concerning popes and councils and their respective func-
tions and authorities, there wete considerable developments (patticularly in the
first half of the fifteenth century) amongst ‘intellectuals’ (doctores), those in
power and, so far as can be known, wider public opinion. These were issues of
both religious and political moment, and they concerned most thinking people
(except, after about 1450, the Italian humanists). Ideas were set forth by profes-
sional theologians, jurists and other university men, in occasional speeches or
treatises, by ambassadors speaking on behalf of sovereign princes and in
official decrees issued by councils or popes. Such writings varied from the cre-
ative arguments and speculations of Gerson, Nicholas of Cusa (1401-64) and
John of Segovia (1393—1458), to the impassioned rhetoric of Cardinal Louis
Aleman, the icy calm of academic commentators on canon law like Francesco
Zabarella (d. 1417) and Nicholas de Tudeschis (Panormitanus) (1386—1445),
the elegant rhetoric of diplomats like Thomas Ebendorfer and Piero da
Monte, the trite incantations of partisans and office-seekers, and the per-
emptory marshalling of argument and text by the authoritarian intellect of
Cardinal Juan de Torquemada (1388—1468).

The supporters of some form of conciliar supremacy drew upon a tradition
in canon law according to which a council could judge a pope if he fell into
heresy, schism or other setious crime. They appealed to the practice of the
catly and patristic Church, when major religious questions were invariably
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settled by ecumenical councils —in the organisation of which the emperor also
usually played a role. This stimulated some historical research and theories of
historical development. More markedly original was Gerson’s use of New
Testament texts to prove that Christ deliberately gave his authority to the
Apostles as a group; this was then transmitted by apostolic succession to
present-day bishops, who, by assembling together, constituted a general
council. The authority given to Peter and his successors, the popes, was sec-
ondary and inferior; at Basle some argued it was merely derivative, could be
revoked by the council almost at will and, indeed, that it was the council which
made the laws while the pope merely executed them according to conciliar
wishes. This particulatly suited the case for reform, which popes were mani-
festly unwilling to initiate and reluctant to carry out when initiated by others.

Another argument, put forward by some at Constance and many at Basle,
was that final authority belonged to the Church fout court, as a collectivity, a
corporation or mystical body, from which it was derived to the council as its
representative. This rendered the role of bishops less essential and was used,
especially at Basle, to justify the admission of deans, provosts, canons, monks,
ordinary priests and even the occasional layman to a full and equal vote. Such
an undifferentiated notion of a collective sovereignty was inspired and justi-
fied, first, by a diluted notion of popular sovereignty in the secular, and espe-
cially civic, sense, as expounded by Marsilius of Padua in his theory of the
‘corporation of the citizens’ (wniversitas civinm) and ‘corporation of believers’
(universitas fidelinm); secondly, by a branch of scholastic philosophy which drew
a qualitative distinction between the whole as dynamic essence or ‘form’ and
the mere disparate parts (here including the pope himself); and, above all, by
the organic notion of society which was prevalent throughout medieval philos-
ophy and folklore. It was significantly helped by a further argument from
canon law, initiated by Zabarella at the time of the Council of Pisa (1408—9).
He applied to the Church as a whole the collegiate authority exercised by cathe-
dral chapters, which, on certain points, could over-ride the bishop: the ‘college’
(universitas) in this analogy was taken to be the prelates or the clergy generally —
Zabarella and others were not precise here — who expressed their will through
those attending the general council. This corporate view was connected to yet
another idea, namely thatin the Christian community authority was to be exet-
cised in a fraternal manner; those in power were to act, in Christ’s words, as the
servants (ministri) of others. Christian decision making was supposed to be
essentially corporate and fraternal; key decisions should be taken only after full
discussion in an assembly, whose members would, it was said, develop mutual
understanding and good will. In the council there should be ‘one mind” and
‘one will’.?

5> Segovia and others in Black (1979), pp. 156—61.
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The crucial point always remained that if necessary and in the last resort
such a representative council could over-ride the otherwise normal authority
of the pope, judge and sentence him if he persisted in error, and even depose
him. In these ways conciliarists developed a theory of the intrinsic supremacy
of a representative assembly that was far more explicit, and was argued in far
more detail, than anything previously put forward on behalf of secular
institutions.

Little eflort was made to respond to all this theory on behalf of the Papacy
until the 1430s. At first, the main papal argument was defensive, to restrict con-
ciliar intervention to the minimum. Then some pro-papal authors and propa-
gandists, like the Venetian Piero da Monte (a republican in secular affairs) and
the fanatical Roderigo Sanchez de Arevalo (1404—70), Castilian ambassador
and later curial official, expressed aggressively absolutist views on papal power
in public speeches and tracts. But serious pro-papal thinkers, many of whom,
including Torquemada, the most systematic of them all, came from the
Dominican Otrder, always admitted that the pope’ position as ‘absolute’
monarch did not mean that his powers were actually unlimited. Torquemada
asserted that, if the pope refused to convoke a council when requested to do so
by catdinals, prelates and secular rulers, he was to be treated as ‘suspect of
heresy and of doubtful legitimacy as pope’, and the council might then be con-
voked by the cardinals, prelates or princes. He also gave a number of cases
when, because the faith was in danger, the pope might not dissolve a council
under pain of being suspected of heresy. If there were disagreement between
pope and council on matters of faith, the pope was to be adhered to so long as
he was defending previously defined doctrine; if he contradicted this, the pre-
vious definition should stand. When new doctrine is under discussion, ‘motre
regularly one should stand by the judgement of the fathers of the whole
council than that of the Roman pontiff’; but there could be no final decision
until the pope and council were in agreement.® Compared with the fourteenth-
century canonists the difference was that Torquemada was evasive or silent
about what action could be taken against an erring pope. Amongst jurists
themselves, on the contrary, the ‘occasional’ role of the council as judge of an
erring, schismatic or criminous pope remained standard doctrine. This was
expressed not only by the (for the most part) pro-conciliar Nicholas de
Tudeschis, the most widely acknowledged authority on canon law, but much
later by devoted servants of the renaissance Papacy at the turn of the century,
notably Felinus Sandaeus (an auditor of the Rota) and Giovanni Antonio
Sangiorgio (appointed cardinal by Alexander VI) —although the latter confined

¢ Torquemada, Summa de ecclesia, 1118, fols. 28 1v—2v; 111.46, fol. 332v, on the possibility of the pope being
ipso jure ‘self-deposed’; 111.64, fol. 353; 111.69, fols. 356v—7r; Torquemada, Commentarinm, p. 176a on
d.19, c.8. See also Summa de ecclesia, 11. 92, 101, 112.
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this very strictly to the case of heresy, perhaps in view of his patron’s life style.”
In occasional speeches, however, even people like Torquemada ignored any
limits on papal power.

Until the Council of Constance, the main question had been how to justify
calling a council against the wishes of the pope(s) and then deposing the
claimants who trefused the council’s stipulation that they step down. There
were well-rehearsed legal arguments for judging a pope for heresy, schism or
gross misconduct; and the general consensus among canonists was that a
council was the forum in which such a pope should be tried and, if found guilty,
deposed. The problem, at least before Constance, had been how to convoke a
credible council against papal wishes. Here, too, canonist tradition was helpful,
since respected jurists had for a long time affirmed an emergency right of
convocation for the emperor or the bishops or the cardinals, or, more generally,
for any of the three in default of the others. After Constance, however, many
thought this whole question was settled by the decree ‘Frequens’.

It was now, especially from about 1416 onwards, that the rather different
question of the council’s authority over an undisputed pope emerged as the
major issue. The decree ‘Haec Sancta’, together with the contemporary experi-
ence of papal schisms and the evident need for reform of the Church, seemed
to many to have resolved this whole question, too, in favour of the council.
Reformatio meant two things: first, that clergy should live, and pope and prelates
govern, according to canon law and the moral teaching of Christianity; sec-
ondly, that the constitution of the Church should be clarified or developed so
as to ensure that reprehensible pastors, including the pope, could be dealt with
effectively. This meant asserting and implementing conciliar authority over
popes, and local synodal authority over the clergy generally. An increasing
number of those who wanted the first came also to want the second, if only as
a necessary means to the first. For many reformers, however, conciliar
supremacy was a matter of principle.

At the time of Pisa and Constance, in order to justify this programme of
reunion and reform, steps were taken which amounted to restating the very
foundations of ecclesiology and political theory. D’Ailly and others argued, on
the basis of natural philosophy, that the Church and any human society had the
right and the ability to prevent schism — that is the disintegration of itself — by
any means at its disposal. Therefore, a council could be convoked without
papal consent. Zabarella argued, from the practice of ordinary corporations,
that any association could judge and depose an erring ruler. This was for no less
a reason than that power resided in the community (wniversitas, again), ot, as
‘philosophers’ (Marsilius, in fact) put it in civic context, in ‘the assembly of the

7 Sandaeus, Commentaria, 1, fols. 114v—15t on X.1.3.20; Sangiorgio, Commentaria, on d.40, c.6 (unpagi-
nated); Decius, Super decretalibus, fols. 357v—8v, 01 X.1.6.4.
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citizens or its weightier part’. Although what Zabarella meant was that the
prelates of the Church could assemble of their own will and the council could
judge a pope, the way he put it could be understood as a conceptual revolution
in the understanding of the Church’s power structure. Some did take it that
way. Similarly, Gerson’s argument for the collective superiority of the episco-
pate was sometimes couched in theological language as the superiority of the
whole (‘mystical’) body of the Church. It was a very different way of viewing
the Church from that found in the language of the papal ‘principate’, devel-
oped since the fourth century. In treatises written during Constance, both
d’Ailly and Gerson stated that legitimate power and sovereignty (zurisdictio and
suprema potestas) lay in one sense in the Church as a whole, in another sense in
the council, and in a third sense in the pope.

In terms of volume, the heaviest crop of conciliar writings came in the
14308, 14408 and 1450s. The great bulk of these expounded what amounted to
a clarification of Gerson’s view to bring it into line with Zabarella: power
resides basically in ‘the Church’ as a corporation or body, and therefore also in
the general council, but only derivatively and subordinately (wznisterialiter) in the
pope. This tied in with the view of the pope as the mere executor of conciliar
decrees, as an accountable public servant.

One exception to this, however, was the most famous of all the conciliar
theorists, Nicholas of Cusa (1401-64). A canon lawyer who had also studied
philosophy, and eventually to become one of the most celebrated philosoph-
ical theologians of the later Middle Ages, he was especially noted for his De
docta fgnorantia; this exercised profound influence on renaissance thought in
northern Burope. His De concordantia catholica was written early in his life, while
he was at Basle representing an unsuccessful candidate for the prince-archbish-
opric of Trier; in fact he had been elected by the chapter, but this had been
over-ruled by the pope. Cusa was typical of the period in that he was looking
for a single principle which would shine out through the whole Church, indeed
through all cosmology, and in the light of which all disputed constitutional
issues could be settled. While later papalists found this in monarchy or
monism, Cusa hit upon consensus. He understood this much more broadly than
the juridical consent required in certain forms of decision making, and pre-
eminently in ecclesiastical elections, although that was one place where the idea
originated, and it was part of Cusa’s genius to hit upon a principle which com-
bined metaphysical range with legal precision. As concordantia, this principle
permeates every corner of the universal hierarchy, and it must therefore be pre-
eminently developed in the holy society of Christ’s Church. This meant that, in
principle, everyone ought to agree, and that, as Cusa putit, the more agreement
there was, the more authority a law or decision had. But, being a good neopla-
tonist, he combined this with the idea of hierarchy: God had established

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Popes and conncils 81

certain offices in the Church. What these were and how much authority they
had in respect of one another, Cusa answered by an original interpretation of
church tradition and history, in which he tended to be more accurate than his
contemporaries. Briefly, the pope with the synod (Cusa preferred Greek
words) was superior to the pope alone; but the synod could not make a final
authoritative judgement without papal consent. This was to a lesser degree true
of the other four ancient patriarchates as well, which should also be included in
a fully ecumenical council. It can be seen why, in 1436—7, Cusa should have pre-
ferred to stand with the pro-Eugenian minority which put unity with the Greek
Church above other considerations. After attending the Council of Florence,
Cusa developed in practical terms into a papalist, but remained a reformer.
Parts of his Concordantia, notably the chapters on elections which (he said)
depended upon divine and natural right, he never denied.

Other conciliar theorists at the time of the Council of Basle were less origi-
nal. This cannot, however, be said of John of Segovia. He developed the neo-
Gersonian view dominant at the Council, using the Bible and church history,
the lore of corporations and city-states, and Aristotle’s Nicomachaean Ethics and
Politics. He combined political activity, as Aleman’s right-hand man both in the
Council and on diplomatic missions in Germany, with a volume of tracts, not
to mention his enormous history of the Council, while maintaining his reputa-
tion as a gentle soul. Consequently (if one may quote Pope Gregory VII’s use
of a psalm) he died in exile; but not before he had started work on Islamic the-
ology. Segovia was insistent that theology, that is the Bible and church fathers,
rather than canon law, were the proper determinants of ecclesiology; and from
these sources he drew some ideas, unusual for the time, on the fraternal nature
of the Church and the Council. He used Aristotle to say that ‘true’ monarchy is
not absolute but consultative and law-bound. He asserted in a variety of ways
that fullness of power belongs to the Church and therefore to the council, to
which the pope is subordinate and accountable.

Yet conciliar theory faltered at the same time and for the same reasons that
the Council of Basle itself faltered: from 1437 onwards there were no clear
indications why it, in particular, represented the Church at large. Segovia and
others argued that the council represented the Church as its expression, its
‘extension’, because it contained wise and virtuous persons, and for other
moral or metaphysical reasons. But they produced no concrete criteria by
which anyone could assess the representative quality of this or that council,
and so left the way open for the claims of the Council of Florence and, indeed,
of the Papacy per se, which, in Cusa’s later argument, represented the Church
‘in a contracted way’ just as the council did ‘in an extended way’.® This was

8 Cusanus, ‘Epistola ad Rodericum’, pp. 825—9.
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presumably because such criteria as were available, such as the number of
‘mitres’ or the extent to which members were elected, might not have told pat-
ticularly in Basle’s favour.

From now on the theory of papal monarchy, along with the Papacy itself,
staged a remarkable revival. Its exponents used all the old arguments, the
Roman law idea of the unaccountable princeps, the monotheistic principle of
cosmic unity, the scriptural and traditional texts ascribing authority to Peter
and his successors. In one respect, their task was easy; if canon law and the
jurists had mentioned occasional conciliar supremacy, they had far more to say
about papal sovereignty (according to Bodin a century later, they understood
sovereignty better than anyone). In order to refute conciliarism, these new
papalists made their own contribution to the doctrine of monatchical sove-
reignty itself. Torquemada and others sharpened the distinction between
jurisdiction and moral authority: even if the Apostles as a group or a council of
wise men had greater moral authority, this did not give them jurisdictional
superiority. They argued that there was no middle ground between monarchy
and anarchy: social order required not any kind of government but one in
which there was no appeal from the supreme hierarch and in which he might
undertake any action required for the common good. Above all, they pro-
pounded a new theology of monarchy by making their interpretation of the
neoplatonic notion of hierarchy a universal principle governing every natural
system and social order; in both the natural and the supernatural spheres — the
terrestrial and heavenly hierarchies — all power flowed from one to the rest, and
therefore all laws and all legitimate jurisdiction must flow from the prince.

Part of the point was their audience. The kings and princes courted by papal
diplomats and theologians from the later 1430s until the eatly 1450s had their
own reasons for preferring monarchy to constitutionalism. When Eugenius IV,
Torquemada and others argued that without a single leader society would fall
into disorder, the point could be brought home vividly by pointing to the
example of the Hussite rebellion: let princes beware lest the conciliarist notion
of giving power to ‘the people [sid]’ give rise to ‘many Bohemias’.” Within late
feudal polities with complex jurisdictional rivalries, civic autonomies and
parliamentarist assertions, it was convenient to have a principle which, as the
papalists put it, made patliament depend upon convocation by the prince and
reduced it to a purely advisory role. This entitled a monarch to make laws on his
own authority, appoint his own subordinate officials as he pleased and inter-
vene at any point in the hierarchy without being asked. The new theory entitled
the monarch, if need be, to bypass inferiors; everyone was an immediate
subject of the supreme hierarch. It was in fact exactly the same idea of absolute

% Raynaldus, Annales, xxv1ii1, pp. 197, 199—200, 204—5 (Bugenius IV in 1436); Aeneas Sylvius
Piccolomini, cit. Black (1970), p. 123.
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personal rule, exercised against seignorial and bureaucratic oppression and for
the welfare of subjects, that was so successfully preached —and to some extent
practised — by the Ottomans of the middle and later fifteenth century. For
example, a Turkish author of this period wrote, ‘Without a sovereign men
cannot live in harmony and may perish altogether. God has granted this
authority to one petrson alone, and that person, for the perpetuation of good
order, requires absolute obedience.” The roots of this doctrine lay in ancient
Persia and the eastern Mediterranean, whence it had long since found its way
into Roman imperial ideology, which in turn had influenced the eatly Papacy.
Now it was being developed by men like Torquemada in a form in which it
could be utilised by the absolutists of eatly modern Europe.!” One may see
here one model for ‘the modern state’. Even so, the way both Torquemada and
the Papacy in general emphasised the divinely appointed rights and status of
the ruler was extraordinary.

On a more immediately practical level, the schism after 1437 could plausibly
be blamed on the Council of Basle, which thus lost its appeal as the focus of
unity. This was what tipped the balance. The papalists did not win the argu-
ment. Nor, as Segovia and others argued, did they win merely by bribery and
deceit. The Council itself was becoming confused and out of touch; it lacked a
serious overall policy. The Papacy won by default.

Hence the defeat of Basle was no watershed in constitutional thought. We
have noted how the canonist doctrine of the occasional supremacy of council
over pope continued unchanged. The view that a council was the normal
superior of the pope was upheld by the influential theology faculty at Paris and
in other universities. Public opinion generally, amongst intellectuals and in
court citcles, seems to have favoured the more moderate view that a council
was the emergency superior of the pope in cases of heresy, schism and the
urgent need for reform. This last made a new council highly desirable and
indeed necessary: as time went on pro-conciliar treatises appeated in print.

Many people reverted from the extreme and now somewhat discredited
notion of ‘popular sovereignty’ in the Church, as expounded at Basle, to the
more moderate view associated with the Council of Constance and enshrined
in the much-quoted decrees ‘Haec Sancta’ and ‘Frequens’. One indicator of
pious theological opinion can be found in the writings of Denis Rickel
(1402—71), a famous Carthusian mystic who accompanied Cusa on his mission
of reform to Germany in 1451—2. He wanted a ‘middle way’ between what the
Council of Basle, on the one hand, and Pope Eugenius, on the other, stood for,
and believed he could find this in the writings of Gerson and D’Ailly. His
solution was that a council is superior in what ‘Haec Sancta’ had defined it as

10 Torquemada, Summa de ecclesia, 11. 65; Inalcik (1973), pp. 66-8.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



84 ANTONY BLACK

superior in — faith, unity and reform — and a pope is supetior in everything else;
he sought to divide supreme jurisdiction according to subject matter.
Significantly, he remarked that ‘almost all doctores are agreed’ that for heresy a
pope may be deposed by a council.!!

In the last conciliar enterprise before the Reformation (1511—12), the
council’s supremacy was vigorously upheld in the same terms as before by
Jacques Almain and John Major from the University of Paris, and by several
Italian authors. The most remarkable of these was the curial official, Giovanni
Gozzadini, who adopted the more radical view that power resides funda-
mentally with the Church as a whole, of which the pope is ‘chief minister’. The
main opposition to this came from Cardinal Cajetan, a Dominican and the first
serious theorist of papal monarchy since Torquemada. Insisting that this was a
matter not for canonists but for theologians, he relied upon the Petrine
commission to prove that, while the constitution of the Church could have
been oligarchical or democratic, Christ had as a matter of fact chosen mon-
archy. Nevertheless, he admitted that a council could, in cases of papal heresy
ot schism, be called by others than the pope; and that, in the case of heresy, the
pope could be deposed by a council. This was not ‘subjection’ but ‘separation’
by the Church of itself from the pope — election in reverse.!” The most elo-
quent testimony to belief in conciliar authority came from Thomas More,
writing in March 1534. While in one sense More died for the principle of papal
authority, he thought a council the ultimate authority ‘in the declaration of the
truth’ in which it ‘ought to be taken for undoubtable’: ‘although I have for my
own part such opinion of the pope’s primacy as I have shown you, yet I never

thought the pope above the general council’.’?

ITI

A look at popes and councils in the longer perspective will show that the poli-
tics and ideology of this period had an effect in shaping European culture. One
cannot prove conclusively that the ideas of either monarchical or of corporate
sovereignty, to which this controversy gave such dramatic prominence, influ-
enced any particular ruler or state. But their expression contributed to the lan-
guage of public opinion and political thought, gave new currency and new
refinement to these ideas, and also made some impression upon people’s
general views on what constituted a legitimate authority and a legitimate
regime. It is noticeable that the analogy between an ecclesiastical council and
estates or parliament was put forward more emphatically and confidently by

" Rickel, ‘De auctoritate’, 1, 32, p. 573b.
12 Cajetan, ‘De comparatione auctoritatis’, ch. zo, p. 475. 13 More, Correspondence, p. 499.
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Almain and Major than it had been by D’Ailly and Gerson a century before, on
the ground that both were expressions of a universal truth: power lies funda-
mentally with the community as a whole. It is obvious that this did not decide
future constitutional history: however, that the docfores, who were supposed to
know the truth better than anyone, were convinced of this was an important
social fact. The same can be said for the parallel articulation of monarchical
thought.

The conciliar struggle had an impact on diplomacy and international rela-
tions. The resolutions of the schisms between popes and later between pope
and council engendered feverish diplomatic activity. On the one hand, these
brought together sovereigns and clergy from all the European nations in a
common effort. On the other hand, the outcome was achieved by a new
method: direct negotiations between the Papacy and secular rulers, bypassing
the clerical estate as an autonomous agency.

For once politics, ecclesiastical and international, were channelled into intel-
lectual (legal and theological) debate among prelates and docfores — in the pres-
ence of secular rulers. And these princes rejected the use of force by any of the
major contestants against others. There had been armed clashes in Italy after
1378; Bugenius occasionally urged rulers to persecute the supporters of Basle
as heretics; the Council, on the other hand, adhered to the procedures of law.
There were in fact no martyrs. This may be seen as a novel and ‘enlightened’
approach to ecclesiastical controversy. It meant that for a short space of time
international relations were conducted in unusually ideological terms. The
belief in persuasion by argument was a distinctive and, in the context, new
approach to crisis management. The art of rhetoric was not explicitly devel-
oped; rather, the scholastic and juristic methods of textual citation and dialec-
tic were applied to a practical political problem. The procedures for discussion
in universities, where most participants had their training, were employed in
the courts of kings, at the councils themselves (as was usual) and at national
and semi-international assemblies such as the Reichstag. Behind this lay an out-
standing faith in the power of the word. It was not dialectic or conversion that
determined the outcome. Aeneas Sylvius expressed Italian ‘realism’ when he
said that ‘only a fool thinks that princes are moved by tomes and treatises’.!*
But this was to miss one point. After 1450 real ecclesiastical power — the ability
to influence people and get things done — seemed temporarily in abeyance. In
fact, the ability to exercise moral leadership had shifted towards anyone who
could claim personal Christian charisma, and especially towards those who
could combine this with a claim to wisdom or learning — the doctores, in other
words, whose influence was further enhanced by the printed word. Someone

4 Cit. Black (1970), p. 114.
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with both these qualifications — a Savonarola, Erasmus or Luther — had very
strong credentials.

On the other hand, the potential practical ability to reform the Church lay
now with the secular rulers. One may see the conciliar movement as an attempt
to recreate the respublica christiana and the Catholic clerical system, as this had
existed since Constantine or even eatlier, on a pattern different to that adopted
under papal leadership since the eleventh century. Its failure meant that reform
more ot less had to come from outside that system itself; and some people
began to perceive this. Throughout the ctisis of 1378—1417, people acted on
the assumption that the secular authorities had a key role to play; it was they, in
collaboration with the senior cletgy of their tertitories, who could effectively
decide which pope was supported and whether a council was attended. The
fact that Sigismund initially had to convoke the Council of Constance himself
increased their status. The Councils of Pisa (1409) and Constance were pre-
ceded by national synods of clergy at which, under the royal eye, moneys, dele-
gates and terms of reference were decided. In the crisis from 1437 to 1449, a
council was no longer the forum in which matters were decided; now it was a
question of direct negotiations between state rulers and the Papacy, on the one
hand, or the Council of Basle, on the other. Court decisions were now all that
matteted. This had an effect on the way in which church authority, and author-
ity in general, were perceived. Some spokesmen for the emperort, princes and
other kings, and even for the Papacy itself, began to speak of state rulers as
representatives or ‘heads’ of the Church; Cusa with his theory of consent was
the most explicit."” Things were clearer still by the time of the Council of
Pisa—Lyons (1511—12) when the French monatchy, disowning its own creation,
settled matters by a concordat (1516).

The relationship between Rome and Europe had changed. After 1450 large
areas and some rulers were disaffected from or indifferent to Roman authority.
The upshot was to be separate states —and Churches.

15 Palacky et al. (eds.), Monumenta, 111, p. 314 (declaration of neutrality, 1438); Deutsche Reichstagsakten,
XVIIL, pp. 142, 145—6 (Cardinal Carvajal); and Cusa himself in Deutsche Reichstagsakten, Xv, p. 874; XVI,
PPp- 428, 432; XVII, pp. 381, 384. See also Black (1970), pp. 97 n. 4, 109.
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CHAPTER 4

THE EUROPEAN NOBILITY

Philippe Contamine

MORE than any other social class or grouping (including the ecclesiastical one),
the nobility of Europe at the end of the Middle Ages needs and deserves to be
studied from a standpoint that is not merely socio-economic, but political and
cultural, too. In this chapter Europe is deemed synonymous with Latin
Christendom. None the less, this does not imply the assumption that contem-
poraries believed nobility to exist only within Latin Christendom. As proof of
this, armorials compiled in France and elsewhere included, for example, the
arms of the Grand Khan, the sultan of Babylon, the Grand Turk, and the king
of Granada (these next to the arms of the Christian king of Armenia), while an
author like Gilles le Bouvier, in his Livre de la description des pays (¢. 1450), could
refer in particular to the Turkish nobility. To a certain extent, then, the inhabi-
tants of fifteenth-century Christendom regarded nobility as a universal social
ordet.

Since there was not merely one European society, but many, each with its
individual characteristics, the present approach must be comparative. In view
of the enormous diversity among these societies, it is pertinent to ask whether
comparisons are feasible and, above all, useful, enlightening and convincing,
However, whereas doubts about the validity of this kind of approach may be
understandable in the case of the peasantry (for example), the case of the
nobility is different. For a start, then, two questions will be asked. Was there a
European nobility? And, secondly, was there a European concept of that
nobility?

Nobility here will be defined as a class which perceived itself and was pet-
ceived by others as occupying the apex of the social pyramid (in terms of pres-
tige, power, wealth, way of life and standard of living) within societies which
saw themselves as hierarchical and wished to be so. Furthermore, it was a class
whose members were mostly recruited and replaced from generation to
generation by birth and legitimate male lineage, a class essentially of inheritors
whose special status was generally acknowledged. One of the main problems
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which immediately arises is that circumstances among the nobility tended to
fluctuate within the period and the particular region under consideration; fur-
thermore that, like the term ‘clergy’, the all-inclusive noun ‘nobility’ embraced
individuals whose way of life, powers, prestige and wealth were subject to great
diversity. Conforming to a practice widely shared by contemporaries, histori-
ans are accustomed, at the very least, to differentiating between the higher and
lower nobility, and to comparing the two. Yet even this division is too cursory.
A more precise picture would doubtless be painted if not simply two, but three
or four levels could be envisaged. At the end of the fifteenth century, for
example, the Castilian nobility was distinctly divided into three categories: the
titulos (the nobleza propet), the caballeros and later the hidalgos (the hidalgnia) and
the escuderos.

I

Among the arguments in favour of a comparative approach is the one that
contemporaries themselves sometimes resorted to such comparisons. It is well
known that, at the end of his reign, Louis X1 intended to transform the French
nobility, taking as models its English and Italian counterparts: “The chancellor
proclaimed to us that the king’s pleasure was that anyone wishing to engage in
trade might do so within the kingdom, without forfeiting his nobility or other
privileges, as was the custom on the Italian peninsula and in the kingdom of
England.”!

The Castilian noble, Diego de Valera (¢. 1412—88), a man with much experi-
ence of a variety of countries, wrote a treatise, LZspejo de verdadera nobleza (1441),
which was soon translated into French for the benefit of the Burgundian court.
In the translation the author asks how long ‘nobility dependent on heredity’ is
likely to survive. He reproduces the time-honoured answer of the celebrated
Italian jurist, Bartolus of Sassoferrato (v. 1314—57): in the case of ‘mere gentle-
men’, down to the fourth generation; as for those ‘established in high offices
and lordships, kings, dukes, counts, barons and others whose positions and
lordships confer nobility upon them’, they will survive as long as they retain the
offices and lordships in question. Yet he also points out that Bartolus’s theory
no longer pertains because ‘the custom has changed everywhere’, declaring
that an individual’s nobility is now deemed all the greater when it can be traced
to long-deceased ancestors.?

The author then comments on different countries. ‘In Germany, nobility
endures as long as nobles live honourably and without engaging in unseemly
functions or professions” On the Italian peninsula ‘all descendants of legiti-

' Commynes, Mémoires, 111, p. 345. 2 Cited by Vanderjagt, ‘Qui sa vertu anoblist, pp. 260—1.
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mate nobility are noble as long as they are not reduced to poverty or demeaning
customs through taking on unfitting positions, for then they are no longer con-
sidered noble’. Here Diego de Valera is in agreement with the contemporary
Veronese, Bartolomeo Cipolla, who wrote that ‘if an individual is reduced to
poverty or engages in demeaning tasks, he cannot be called or be considered
noble’. In France, on the contrary, according to de Valera, purely economic
considerations do not enter into it: ‘nobility endutres as long as the nobleman
lives an impeccable life, that is, a noble one, itrespective of wealth or poverty’.
In Spain, particularly in Castile, even more latitude is allowed:

all these things are not so closely examined and considered, for although some are bas-
tards legitimised by the prince, and have undertaken demeaning functions, or are not
endowed with virtues and seemly customs as they should be, as long as they can show
that their fathers and grandfathers were exempt from paying the gabelle to the prince,
then they are considered to be of gentle birth, even though all these things are contrary
to what is right and are forbidden by the laws of the kingdom, by which it is ordained
and decreed that nobility is forfeit where there are disreputable manners, base occupa-
tions, and whete nobility demeans itself.

Forde Valera, this is a deplorable state of affairs. If only thelaws were adhered to,
‘nobles living in true nobility would be as highly esteemed as they ought to be’.

Diego de Valera also adopts an interesting comparative approach to het-
aldry. He begins by stressing that ‘it behoves knights and nobles to wear their
arms and catry pennants by which they and their kin may be identified’. These
arms may indicate either ancestry or office, or a combination of the two, as in
the case of the duke of Burgundy ‘“who bears by reason of his lineage the quat-
tered arms of France with a bordure as mark of difference, and adds to them
the arms of his principal dignities’. Having explained how arms can be adopted
and worn in four different ways (by inheritance, grant by the prince, capture in
war, personal initiative), de Valera returns to the subject of princely grants,
remarking that ‘this custom is universal, though practised chiefly in Germany,
France and Italy’; he adds that ‘this custom was formertly followed above all in
Spain, and now is practised above all in your kingdom |[that of Juan II] where
there are individuals alive who were granted arms by your father, the late king
Enrique [III] of blessed memory’. He notes that the custom of wearing a coat
of arms in battle ‘is practised more in France and England than elsewhere, for
there any knight or noble, however poor, wears his coat of arms in battle’.
Finally he observes that ‘mainly in France and Germany’ ‘the bourgeoisie
adopt arms as they please’, but may display them only in their homes and parish
churches, whereas ‘nobles display their arms wherever they wish and on coats’
(doubtless he has tournaments and jousts particularly in mind). All the same,
according to de Valera, a bourgeois ennobled by the prince has the right to bear
his arms everywhere, like nobles of ancient heritage.
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Writing in 14471, the Paduan, Michele Savonarola, used a similar approach in
order to compare ‘military’ chivalry, peculiar to the kingdom of Sicily and to
Spain, with the ‘civil’ and ornamental chivalry to which aspired, through mere
vanity, the urban patriciate of Tuscany even if it was connected to the pgpolo.
These ‘patricians’ (adopting a word not in contemporary usage) betrayed no
enthusiasm for things military; they engaged unblushingly in trade, agriculture
and the mechanical arts, even though, just like authentic nobility, they had at
their disposal horses, hounds, hawks and servants.®

In a chapter of his Disconrses . . . on Lipy Machiavelli was to reflect on the
structures of states. Having proposed as his definition of ‘gentlemen’ a
leisured class without trade or profession that lived solely from revenues which
came mainly from estates, and, stressing that those in possession of castles,
rights of jurisdiction and subjects (in short, feudatories) posed the greatest
threat to public order, he went on to consider the case of German towns where
civic virtue and integrity, particularly fiscal integrity, held sway. Why was this
so? According to Machiavelli it was because the inhabitants, having no knowl-
edge of the outside wotld, were thus uncorrupted by it; because they were
content with their lot; and because gentlemen were strictly excluded from their
society. Such gentlemen were to be found in the kingdom of Naples, the papal
states, the Romagna, and Lombardy; yet in the Italian republics — Florence,
Lucca, Siena — they were few in number, and those few possessed no castles.
But what of Venice, where only gentlemen could hold office? It was not a
contradiction of Machiavelli’s theory, since these Venetians were gentlemen in
name rather than in reality, as their wealth derived from trade, and they had
neither lands, nor castles, nor jurisdiction over subjects. Furthermore, their
nobility was merely honorary; all Venetians understood the rules of the game,
which consequently provoked no unrest. Only if it were dominated by a strong
monarchy could a genuine noble class be compatible with social order.
Similarly anyone wishing, for his own ends, to set up a principality or kingdom
in an egalitarian society would be well advised to create nobles who, in return
for the granting of castles, possessions and powers of jurisdiction, would
render him service.

In the fifteenth century there were the acknowledged specialists in matters
of nobility who were arbitrators, even judges, and at the same time acted as
expert witnesses on various aspects of noble life. These were the heralds of
arms (kings of arms, marshals of arms, pursuivants, who all formed part of a
more ot less official hierarchy) whose vocation and outlook were international.
Their work was not simply the compilation of armorials. They travelled a great
deal, from castle to castle, from court to court, from tournaments to jousts or

3 Cited by Ventura (1964), pp. 291—2.
4 Machiavelli, Disconrses on the first decade of Titus Livins, bk 1, ch. 55, in Chief works, trans. Gilbert (1965).
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passages of arms, from weddings to chivalric festivals, from one diplomatic
meeting to another, and (of course) from war to war. These heralds of arms
could thus, with reason, lay claim to an extensive knowledge of noble circles,
most particularly those of their own nation. Yet they also had the more or less
avowed aim of gathering all nobles within the European sphere into the fold of
a single model. Here can be glimpsed the origins of what would later become
the Almanach de Gotha, guide to the exclusive society of nineteenth-century
Europe.

Among these heralds (Toison d’Or, Navarre Herald, Richmond Herald, or
Clément Prinsaut) Berry Herald merits attention since, in addition to his
Armorial and his Chronigues du roi Charles 111, he also left a Livre de la description
des pays, whose scope extends well beyond the limits of Latin Christendom. In
this book are found numerous references to the nobility of different regions
which the author reviews in turn. In Poitou, there is an ‘abundance of nobles’,
while in Touraine there are ‘great lords’. In the duchy of Bar ‘fine nobility’ is to
be found, while Brittany has ‘great lords, barons and gentlemen’. In his view,
France has more nobles than any other two Christian kingdoms together.
Other countries are also the object of the herald’s curiosity; he may be more
reliable on some than on others, as he comments briefly on their character-
istics: the number of their subjects (county of Burgundy); their courageous
conduct in war (Portugal); and their sense of courage and honour (Scotland).
Beneath these conventional platitudes there is at least the notion that for any
country it is a positive asset, above all an honour, to have a noble class that is
numerous, courageous and well endowed with subjects, lordships and strong-
holds.

If the European nobility presented a measure of unity, this resulted in
considerable measure from a strong tendency to marry within itself, a
characteristic particulatly marked among princely and royal families. Amadeus
VIII, duke of Savoy (1391—1451), provides a good example of the conse-
quences of this. Among his sixteen great-great-grandparents were Theodore I1
Palaiologos, marquis of Montferrat, and Argentina Spinola (of a noble
Genoese family); Louis I, duke of Bourbon, and Mary of Hainault; Chatles of
Valois and Mahaut of Chatillon (in Champagne); King Philip VI of Valois and
Joan of Burgundy; John of Luxemburg, king of Bohemia, and Isabeau of
Bohemia; and Count Bernard VI of Armagnac and Cécile of Rodez, giving
him a broad and noble background covering France, the Italian peninsula and
the Empire. As for Amadeus’s own dynastic links, they extended as far as
England in the petson of Anne of Burgundy, wife of John, duke of Bedford,;
to Brittany through Francis, count of Montfort; to Navarre through Isabel of
Navarre, wife of John IV, count of Armagnac; to Cyprus through John II, king
of Cyprus; to the peninsula of Italy through Filippo Maria Visconti, duke of
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Milan; to Bavaria through William of Bavaria; to Austria through Leopold 1V,
duke of Austria; and to the Low Countries through the person of Adolf IV of
Cleves.

Chivalric orders and chivalric devices, which appeared in the second quarter
of the fourteenth century, soon spread over a large part of western
Christendom, a typical instance of cultural and institutional development over-
riding linguistic, political and national frontiers. One of the main objectives
evident in the statutes of these ‘orders’ or ‘associations’ (‘fraternities’ might be
a better name for them) was to allow a prince, head of the order in question, to
gather more easily about him, in his own service, the nobility of his states,
domains and lordships, an aim most successfully achieved in the case of the
order of the Golden Fleece (‘Toison d’Ox’), the only centralised and central-
ising institution of a rather amorphous Burgundy. Nevertheless, in the case of
a number of orders, such as that of the English Order of the Garter, the
incorporation of a number of foreign members, besides furthering the diplo-
matic and political ends of the order’s sovereign, did add a significant interna-
tional dimension to their character.

Nobles from different parts of western Christendom could also meet at the
court. A treatise, written for presentation to Charles VII, urged the king to
extend a welcome to both native and foreign nobles. Nobles met, of course,
when engaged in war, the law of arms (jus armorum), in particular that part of it
concerned with ransoms, helping to protect their relationship when they were
on opposing sides. Generally speaking, courtly and chivalric principles applied
without distinction, and above all to nobles of all countries whose social
conventions bound them to an identical code of honout. The Prussian Rezse,
that cross-roads of western nobility, was more characteristic of the fourteenth
than of the fifteenth century. Furthermore, the defeat of the crusading force at
Nicopolis in 1396 left a permanent legacy: it wrecked Philippe de Méziéres’s
plans to found the Otder of the Passion, and Christian nobles of the fifteenth
century had no opportunity, in spite of the Oath of the Pheasant (1454) and
the admonitions of Pius II, to support a great crusade. Yet, on a perceptibly
more modest scale, this did not prevent land or sea operations against the Turk
giving nobles from different countries occasion to rub shoulders; while the
Order of the Hospitallers of St John of Jerusalem, an order fully international
in character, continued to function. Was it not, generally speaking, in the very
nature of nobles to form as many different relationships as possible, to travel
about freely, suitably armed with letters of recommendation and safe-conduct,
even if only in their yeats of apprenticeship? The accounts of travellers reveal
that within the European context nobles knew one another, or recognised their
peers. They sensed that they belonged to the same social wotld, irrespective of
the multitude of customs and linguistic barriers which might divide them,
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although it is worth noting that the higher a nobleman’s rank, the more circum-
scribed his wortld was likely to become.

It goes without saying that the vocabulary relating to nobles and nobility
varied from one language to another, but, if only through the medium of
Latin, the whole of western Christendom at this juncture employed common
terms for social concepts. This explains why noblesse in French echoed (if it
did not exactly correspond to) the English word nobility, the Italian nobilta,
and the Spanish nobleza. It needs to be said, too, that in the fifteenth century the
whole of western Christendom already knew, or adopted more generally
than before, the traditional hierarchy of titles and offices that was Roman,
Frankish or French in origin: duke, marquis, count, viscount, baron, knight,
and squire. Translations from one language to another were suggested, for
instance, in French/Flemish/English phrase books of the fourteenth century:
‘duc’/‘hertoghe’/‘duke’; ‘comte’/‘grave’/‘earl’; ‘chevalier’/‘ridder’/*knyghte’;
‘écuyer’/‘sciltknecht’ /‘squyer’; while the French ‘grants seigneurs’ was trans-
lated ‘grote heeren’ in Flemish and ‘greatlords’ in English.

Texts, in some cases translations, spread far from their place of origin identi-
cal concepts of nobility and chivalry, and stimulated commentaries upon them.
Such an example ate the numerous translations made of Le /bre del orde de canay-
leria by the Catalan, Ramon Lull. In 1484, for example, ‘at a requeste of a gentyl
and noble esquyer’, William Caxton printed his own translation, 7%e book of the
ordre of chynalry, for ‘noble gentylmen that by their vertu entende to come &
entre in to the noble ordre of chyualry’.> Earlier, Gilbert of the Haye, a
Scotsman of letters, had translated the same work under the title 7he buke of the
ordre of knychthede. In the same way Alain Chartiet’s Bréviaire des nobles was trans-
lated into English prose at the end of the fifteenth century as 7he porteous of
Cadzow, while Christine de Pisan’s Livre des faits d’armes et de chevalerie was also
rendered into English. The most striking example is perhaps that of the
Controversia de nobilitate, written in Latin in 1428 by Buonaccorso da
Montemagno, scion of a noble family of Pistoia, which was to be translated
into Italian, French, German and English, the original, as well as the transla-
tions, being accorded the privilege of eatly printings, thereby ensuring their
widespread dissemination.

II

The fact still remains — and Louis XI and Diego de Valera were not the only
ones to be aware of it— that every European society had a distinct nobility with
specific characteristics. The Polish nobility was not that of Germany, nor was

5 Lull, Ordre of chynalry (trans. Caxton), p. 121. ¢ Pisan, Book of fayttes of armes.
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that of France Italian. One might even question the very existence of a single,
uniform nobility within the Empire or on the Italian peninsula.

The matter of actual numbers of nobles is fundamental, and must be con-
sidered first. It does not seem possible to suggest percentages, even approxi-
mate ones, for all the countries of Europe; available figures are incomplete and
too imprecise to enable one to discern possible trends in this area in the fif-
teenth century. In France, at the end of the Middle Ages, the noble class, the
‘peuple des nobles’ as one contemporary termed it, from the princes of the
blood to the most unpretentious squites and mere gentlemen, accounted for
between 1.5 per cent and 2 per cent of the total population, although this
masked considerable regional differences: Brittany, in particular, numbered
some 9,000 noble families which, at a reckoning of five individuals per family,
gives 45,000 souls, or some 3 per cent of a population of about 1,500,000.
Proportions of 4 per cent cannot be discounted in Dauphiné and Savoy, for
example, whereas elsewhere, in the region around Chartres, numbers would
scarcely reach 1 per cent.

In England, a rather different picture emerges. About 1500, the nobility in
the strict sense of the word (‘peers of the realm’ summoned to sitin parliament
as ‘lords temporal’), formed a group of sixty peers, in effect sixty families.
Immediately below them were found the gentry (gererosi) who, although claim-
ing to belong both culturally and socially to the noble class in its broadest sense,
by statutory definition were no longer deemed noble at the end of the fifteenth
century. Ata rough estimate this group comprised some 500 knights, about 8co
esquires (constituting the squirearchy) and 5,000 gentlemen. Next in order
descending the social scale were the yeomen, who cannot be included in the
noble class, however loosely defined. Accordingly, it can be proposed that the
noble class, in the broadest sense of the term, would have amounted to 30,000
individuals, which, assuming a total population of 2,500,000, is a proportion of
only 1.2 per cent.

Castile, about the year 1500, had an estimated population of 5,000,000
people. According to contemporary sources nobles of all ranks (grandes and
titulos, caballeros, hidalgos, donzellos and escuderos) would account for one sixth
(16.6 per cent) of this total. Most historians consider this figure far too high:
some suggest lowering it to 4 per cent; others, probably nearer the mark, to at
least 10 per cent, that is 500,000 individuals or 100,000 families, with, as in
France, strong regional variations, the Astutias, Le6n and the region of Burgos
providing more than half the bidalgos, who were uncommon in the dioceses of
Cordova and Seville where, by contrast, town-dwelling caballeros wete estab-
lished. The propotrtion for the kingdom of Navatrre may have risen to 15 per
cent, while, somewhat unexpectedly, the proportion in Aragon may have been
as low as 1.5 or 2 per cent.
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In Scandinavia we have an example of a region where the nobility took a
long time to become established, although, as it happens, the fifteenth century
was an important phase in its evolution. Around 1500, in a country with a
population of 300,000, there were some 300 noble families in Norway; making
the noble families o.5 per cent of the total population. In neighbouring
Denmark, where such families numbered between 250 and 300 — of which a
score ot so belonged to the higher nobility — they constituted o.2§ per cent of a
population of about j00,000. In short, these societies clearly were not essen-
tially feudal in character; the well-to-do peasantry was more important.

Conversely in Poland, Hungary and Bohemia nobles wete numerous: 2,000
noble families, it is claimed, in Bohemia; a population 5 per cent noble in
Hungary; in Poland, not, as has been long accepted, 1o—15 per cent noble, but
rather between 3 and 5 per cent, yet a still far from negligible proportion of the
population.

Finally, some 2,000 noble families have been identified in Scotland, consti-
tuting, at 10,000 individuals, some 5 per cent of the population, a significantly
high proportion for a poor country, which would explain, among other things,
the importance and persistence of emigration to France for military service.

The matter of percentages is of prime historical importance. A very small
noble class may have meant a measure of afluence for the ‘happy few’, and less
of a drain on production, particularly agricultural production, but more cet-
tainly it meant that noble dominance of society as a whole was weak, that noble
brilliance was toned down. Conversely, a superfluity of nobles inevitably
brought poverty in its wake. For, fundamental to the very concept of nobility,
was the idea that it demanded, at the very least, a comfortable way of life.

The existence of noble classes of varying importance within different
European societies is explained, first and foremost, by the long-term history of
these societies, and, vitally, by its outcome. Being a noble in a parish of a
hundred hearths with ten to fifteen other noble families was not the same as
being the sole person with a claim to this status. In the latter case the noble was
usually #belord (hence the use of ‘de’, “von’, or, in Poland, the suffix -ski or -cki),
for whom a manorial pew might be reserved in the church whose stained-glass
windows portrayed his armorial bearings.

III

More or less everywhere the titled nobility broke away, or stood apart from the
mass of nobles: its members held high offices and were sometimes termed
great lords or magnates. They numbered a few dozen families out of a few
hundred or a few thousand ordinary nobles, perhaps between 1 per cent and s
per cent of all nobles. Contemporary documents carefully listed the duchies
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and counties of the French kingdom, as well as their feudal status, but it must
be said that the same individual might hold several of these great fiefs
simultaneously and that ‘sires’, occasionally barons or viscounts, could them-
selves claim to belong to the high nobility (French examples include the fami-
lies of La Trémoille, Chabannes, Estouteville and Rohan). In Castile, in 1474,
there were forty-nine families termed fitulos or grandes (dukes, marquises,
counts, viscounts); they formed a unified body, were immensely wealthy,
reasonably cultured, and exerted great influence on society, although far from
posing a serious threat to the monarchy’s political supremacy, which was con-
stantly being strengthened. In fifteenth-century Scotland, from within the
emerging nobility, and in opposition to the lairds, came the peers, dukes, eatls
and lords, who enjoyed the privilege of being individually summoned by the
king to parliament. They numbered about sixty individuals (hence sixty fami-
lies), as many as in England whose total population was some five or six times
greater. In Hungary, the barons, who in 1430—40 held 40 per cent of the land,
were about sixty in number and formed a class apart. In Portugal, where the
first ducal title dates from 1415, the first marquisate from 1451, and the first
barony from 1475 (all of them royal creations), the titled nobility numbered
about thirty in the second half of the fifteenth century. In Poland, the powerful
commmunitas nobilinm (the celebrated slazehta) succeeded during the course of the
century in reducing the power of urban societies politically and even econom-
ically, in winning control of the powers of the state, and in promulgating itself
as the sole political group in Poland. Not only that. It also sought to prevent the
institution of hereditary titles and the creation of a separate and exclusive aris-
tocratic upper class. Poland, to use the accepted terminology, thus began to
develop a ‘republic’ or a ‘noble democracy’.

Poland, in point of fact, was an exceptional case. Generally speaking, the
highest nobility had its clients, its loyal servants (the term used in Hungatry was
Sfamiliaritates) very many of whom were themselves nobles, or, in the case of
England, gentlemen. In fact, in England bonds of a contractual nature (inden-
tures) were formed between magnates and their retainers, the latter benefiting
from the patronage of the former, whose livery they wore and from whom
they received fees or annuities; they were also liable to interfere violently with
the free functioning of justice. Hence the expression ‘bastard feudalism’,
created by modern historians to describe this new type of bond between one
man and another, which replaced the classic feudalism of the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries. Such phenomena or tendencies, transcending institutional
differences, were also to be found on the continent. Spanish grandees sur-
rounded themselves with man-servants or ¢riados, among them many bastards
of noblemen. In France, the king, as well as princes and great lords, asked for
and obtained without difficulty undemeaning service from middle-ranking or
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minor nobles (men, women, young people) who staffed their households as
chambetlains, grooms and stewards, followed them in war and peace, and
helped manage their estates. For a great many nobles, entry into the circle of a
powerful individual was a step as natural as it was profitable.

Such clients could, in many cases, become ‘bands’, “factions’ and a/fiances that
were active on the political scene. These developments appeared in many states
and societies, if sometimes only intermittently. An example of aristocratic
faction is provided by Olivier de la Marche who reports the occasion which
occurred when, shortly before the war of the Public Weal broke out in 1465,
those wishing to support Chatles of France, Louis XI’s brother, in alliance
against the king, sent word of their commitment to a meeting allegedly held at
Notre Dame, Paris. ‘And those who had sent seals in secret wore a silk favour in
their belts, by which they would recognise one another; and thus the alliance
was made, the king knowing nothing about it, although there were more than
so0 (princes, knights, squires and others) who were all staunch to this alliance.’
In fact one of the foundation stones of the league of the Public Weal was pre-
cisely the discontent of a number of the kingdom’s nobles who, under the pro-
tection of a few princes, wanted to resist the king’s assaults upon their rights
and privileges. Yet the sum total of these groups (whose cohesiveness is not
always evident) is much smaller than the number of nobility as a whole (ot, in
the case of England, the number of knights, squires and gentlemen). Itis clear
that many mere gentlemen did not have a patron, and so were forced to rely
upon their own resources, in consequence leading circumscribed and limited
lives.

In every respect it would be an oversimplification to believe that political
conflict hinged solely on the struggle between a king (or a prince) and his mag-
nates seeking to preserve their ‘feudal’ privileges in defiance of a modern state
in the making, and discovering their military arm in a lower nobility, itself
wedded to the old order. Too often it is forgotten that kings (and princes) had
their own noble clients who, because their means were usually more substantial
and in the long term their chances of success consequently greater, were more
numerous and firmer of purpose. It also happened that lesser nobles opposed
those of higher rank by turning for support to the king, In Hungary, at the end
of the century, Matyas Corvinus made use of the lower nobility against the
barons in order to destroy the system of familiaritates, to create a wholly royal
army and, of course, to fight the Turks.

Over and above the vertical socio-political structures which have just been
examined, others appeared which were essentially horizontal. As examples of
this tendency we may note for instance, the anti-utban (or anti-prince) chivalric
leagues (‘Horner’, ‘Falkner’, ‘St Georgsbund’, ‘Elephantenbund’) native to
Germany at the end of the Middle Ages, or, again, in the years about 1475, the
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nobles of Lorraine who, in order to cement their defensive alliance against the
Burgundians, agreed to place their armorial shields in the choir of the colle-
giate church of St George at Nancy.

IV

As a hereditary class the nobility, for reasons which were both genetic and cul-
tural, fell victim to the classic phenomenon of extinction of the line.
Historians have sought to measure this either on a regional basis or by confin-
ing themselves to the better-documented though narrower world of the mag-
nates. In the petiod 1300—1500 the proportion of English lords whose line
became extinct was 27 per cent every quarter of a century (if one defines
extinction as having only daughters, even if nephews are living). Of the 136
barons summoned to parliament in December 1299, only sixteen had male
descendants in 1 500. In Scotland, using the same terms of reference, the rate of
extinction of families of dukes and eatls in the fifteenth century varied from 17
pet cent to 39 per cent (always calculated in spans of twenty-five years).
Comparable figures have been suggested for the entire nobility of a few
French regions, the most reliable study relating to the county of Forez.” In
Germany, the trend was similar: of 138 noble Bavarian families qualified for
tournaments (Zurnieradel) known in 1440, only sixty-eight remained in 1500. In
the district of Olpe in Westphalia, of the forty noble families known in the
fourteenth century, only twenty survived in the fifteenth. This process of attri-
tion was all the more unfortunate in that it affected a class which, by definition,
was extremely preoccupied with the survival of its lineage, its estates, its name
and its coat of arms. It is a well-known fact that all kinds of legal arrangements
were preserved or initiated (including different versions of the law of primo-
geniture: majoratus, entailments) in order to ensure that families should con-
tinue to prospet. It is well known, too, that the nobility’s matrimonial schemes
bore witness to a keen vigilance on its part. In Spain a noble house united
several families under the protection of the pariente mayor who, as head of the
senior branch, controlled the entierro (family tomb), ecclesiastical patronage, as
well as the principal seat, ot casa solar. If, in spite of the obsession with survival
peculiar to the noble mentality, levels of extinction were really as high as sug-
gested above, many historians see this as overwhelming evidence that the class
was in the grip of a serious crisis. This opinion is reinforced by the fact that
although this must have led to a considerable transfer of riches, particularly in
property — to whose profit? — there are no clear indications of a percentage
decrease in the noble population between 1400 and 1500. It is likely, then, that

7 Perroy (1962), p. 27.
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there was a substantial influx of new members during these years, a situation
which was bound to cause problems in a culture in which ancestry played so
important a part.

This interpretation of the evidence, however, does require qualification, and
the following points may be made. By studying individual families, demo-
graphers have been led to observe that within any group of people the inci-
dence of family extinction is comparable, irrespective of social status.
Secondly, is it not the chatacteristic of the ruling class (and the nobility had pre-
tensions to be such a class) to exclude those of its members who fall below
standard? Thirdly, the historian’s habitual practice of omitting daughters from
the equation doubles the rate of extinction. It should also be remembered that,
in any event, this phenomenon was not exclusive to the fifteenth century: in
terms of the nobility, the law of extinction seems to hold good for every era.
Finally, in the light of specialised research, it appears highly unlikely that every
twenty-five years between 25 per cent and 30 per cent of noble wealth (namely
lordships) should have changed hands to the benefit of either favourably
placed nobles (including the king or prince), or of the Church, or of non-
nobles.

In any event, the important point is to understand how such extinction
occurred. The example of the English and Scottish peerage shows that extinc-
tion could be widespread, even if the reasons were in no sense economic. It
was not through poverty that a particular English earl’s family disappeared; it
can only have been the result of natural, genetic factors. After all, by this same
criterion the line of France’s kings died outin 1328, 1498 and 1515 — three times
within two centuties.

Be that as it may, when the nobility is viewed as a whole, economic factors
did come into play. Almost everywhere in Europe society looked upon an
impoverished nobleman as an aberration; a noble, it was accepted, must have
the means of maintaining his ‘estate’. Moreover, a fact more pronounced in
some countries than in others, nobility was incompatible, in reality ot by law,
with the practice of many professions. Nobles everywhere had to have landed
revenue, a notoriously unreliable source of income, especially in this period.
Here the spectre of dérogeance raises its head. For fiscal reasons this phenome-
non was particularly severe and widespread in France. Strangely, the term has
no equivalent in other European languages and is therefore untranslatable,
although traces of the idea were to be found, in both attitudes of mind and in
actual behaviour, more or less everywhere.

In England admission to the nobility was strictly controlled by the crown,
but the same was not true in the case of the gentry, who were distinguished by
the right to bear arms (a gentleman was, by definition, armigerous) and by the
right to the titles ‘sit’, ‘esquire’ or ‘gentleman’ (the term ‘gentilman’ is said to
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have first come into use at the beginning of the fifteenth century to denote an
‘estate’ or ‘rank’ in society; its first appearance in a funerary description dates
from the middle of the century).® To be a gentleman, or to be recognized as
such, presupposed a certain wealth, above all from landed revenues ({10 per
annum for a mere gentleman, /20 for an esquire, £ 40 for a knight) and, where
appropriate, participation in a reputable profession, such as service of the king,
a magnate, a bishop, or a town, service in the legal or even the medical profes-
sion, political or administrative responsibilities, large-scale commercial activ-
ities, but not direct working on the land or domestic tasks or craftsmen’s trades.
Those wishing to preserve or raise their social standing were well advised to
practise their profession (even though a reputable one) only intermittently, or
through an intermediary.

In the greater part of France (a case apart was the duchy of Brittany, where
there was the concept of ‘dormant’ nobility, allowing a noble to suspend his
noble status for as long as it took him to restore his fortunes by means of activ-
ities involving dérogeance) the main issue was whether nobility was compatible
with trade, including participation in large-scale enterprise. A noble could, of
course, sell his produce, or have it sold, cultivate his lands himself (if necessary
putting his hand to the plough; the petty Breton squires of modern times are in
this tradition), engage in various legal professions, take service under the king
or prince, or invest capital in commercial ventures such as shipping or the
leasing of livestock. Even so he could not be either an inn-keeper or a repu-
table tradesman. Clearly this limited money-making opportunities, with the
result that living as a noble did not necessarily imply living off ample means.
Studies focused on Burgundy, Auvergne, Bourbonnais, among other regions,
at the end of the fifteenth century reveal the existence there of a whole army of
very humble squires, the mirror image of the impoverished clergy mentioned
in many sources. There was even the notion of shameful, or concealed poverty.
Wills demonstrate how legacies were made in favour of ‘poor young women,
waiting to be married’ who, without this chance windfall, risked remaining
unmarried for ever. During the turmoil of the Hundred Years War many
gentlemen had to resign themselves to taking up professions that were consid-
ered demeaning; problems then arose when they tried to retrieve their noble
status and, in particular, their fiscal privileges.

In Italy the striking examples of Venice and Genoa reveal that nobility and
commerce on the whole lived happily together. Even so there was a tendency,
perhaps gathering momentum as the spirit of the Renaissance evolved, that
made it advisable for those wishing to be regarded as being of the high nobility
to distance themselves as far as possible from daily involvement in trade. For

8 Morgan (1986), p. 33 1. 54
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his part, Bartolus had voiced the generally held sentiments when he wrote:
‘Whoever engages in the mechanical arts cannot be a noble’ (‘Qui facit artes
mechanicas, non potest esse nobilis’).” On the other hand, the caballeros guanto-
sios (or de guantia or alardi) of Spanish towns, although the ruling elite, could at
the same time be cobblers or blacksmiths, inn-keepers or butchers, while
innumerable impoverished hidalgos from rural areas, in receipt of poor relief
(escuderos pobres), worked the land, were artisans or even, according to the well-
known zgpos of later literature, became vagrants or beggars. In 1418, in the
region of Murcia, hidalgos are known to have been doctors, tailors, furriers,
cutlers and makers of carding combs.

The stricter the rules governing the inheritance of noble rank, the more
widespread the incidence of biological extinction of the line. In France and
Spain, in order to be considered noble, one required only a noble father and
grandfather, whilst, during the turbulent fifteenth century, the odds on a
noble’s bastard acquiring noble status were high. By contrast, in the Empire the
concept of a fourth degree of nobility involved a lengthy pedigree on both the
maternal and paternal side.

For whatever reason, therefore (and the scale of the problem undoubtedly
varied from region to region), the noble class was incapable of self-perpetua-
tion by procteation alone. In every generation there was a short-fall. Yet, in
spite of talk of crises, this was remedied without difficulty, even when the
prospect of fiscal privileges to come played no part in the matter. This is a
crucial point that completely contradicts the ‘crisis’ theory, despite the intellec-
tual arguments in its support. It seems as though, in the eyes of society, the
noble order was the one most worthy of envy. Perhaps it was envied now even
more than it had been in the previous century, when the bourgeois and popular
classes, especially on the Italian peninsula and in France, had certainly called
into question its raison d’étre through the doubts cast upon the usefulness of its
social function. Such sentiments were to change in the fifteenth century, an era
when candidates for the nobility were jostling forward in amply sufficient
numbers. It was the task of the higher authorities (king, prince) to nurture and
control this reaction, which affected society fairly broadly, and to turn it to
advantage by means of, as appropriate, letters of ennoblement, patents of
nobility, the creation of knights (hence the Castilian caballeros de privilegio) and
grants of title and dignities. What was important for states was to stimulate, or
simply reinforce, the idea among the nobility that it could, or should, be a class
devoted to service — service that was naturally honourable and rewarding — in
the civil as well as in the military sphere.

° Cited by Ventura (1964), p. 289.
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v

Although the powerful attraction of the noble ideal was preserved, even
strengthened, and the noble class showed a far greater adaptability than one
would have supposed likely, and was in no way apathetic in the face of
difficulties, historians should not be tempted to minimise these difficulties.
Leaving aside eastern Europe, the seignorial system which traditionally under-
pinned the nobility undeniably experienced a considerable jolt in the fifteenth
century, while feudal structures were very often no more than feeble and out-
dated relics. In spite of many regional variations and the mercurial economic
climate, the fifteenth century could in no way pass for the golden age of landed
revenues which, in fact, frequently fell catastrophically. Many nobles felt
threatened by new elites who, because they used their legal, financial, adminis-
trative or even military expertise to greater effect, were often regarded as com-
petitors. Even where representative assemblies still existed (as they did in the
majority of states) those institutions which brought nobles together were
perhaps less vigorous in 1500 than they had been a century eatrlier.

However, some nobles did manage to find new sources of revenue (in the
service of the state, for example), and eventually the economic situation picked
up in their favour. Nobles also acquired at university, or elsewhere, the knowl-
edge or expertise which would in future be indispensable for governing or
managing men. The upper echelons of the Church did not escape their inva-
sion: of the thirty-six Hungarian bishops appointed during the century, sixteen
were of baronial and ten of noble origin. Atleastin the fields of war and diplo-
macy, those twin pillars of the modern state, nobles maintained their dominant
positions. In fifteenth-century Pisa, a few dozen families called noble provided
the city with condottiers, castellans, podesta for the lands of the contado, as well as
ambassadors and prelates. The Renaissance witnessed the flowering of courts
and the exaltation of the courtier, an individual who naturally flourished in a
noble environment, or rather in an aristocratic one. As for their rivals, histori-
ans have been stressing how fervently ‘outsiders’ longed, sooner or later, to
become ‘insiders’, to enter the magic circle by whatever means possible.
Wealthy merchants from Butrgos, proud of their genealogies and coats of
arms, enamoured of fine weapons and wholeheartedly dedicated to the
leisures of the chase, were not the only members of European society to be
inspired by the example of the nobility. In France, the gradual creation of what
would become the ‘service nobility’ (noblesse de robe) in the sixteenth century
might be perceived as a threat to the traditional military nobility (#oblesse d'épée);
but it was also recognition of the traditional concepts of nobility: antiquity,
wealth, private virtue and readiness to serve society. In the north of the Italian
peninsula and in Tuscany, the ruling class combined in fairly eclectic fashion
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both papolari and nobiles. Christine de Pisan was thus able to define the Venetian
patriciate as made up of ‘ancient bourgeois families who claim that they are
noble’, a description worth comparing to her definition of the bourgeois as
‘born of ancient families in cities; their names, surnames and arms are antique
and they are the most important inhabitants in towns, with revenues; they
inherit houses and estates, which are their sole source of income. In some
places the oldest among them ate called nobles when they have long enjoyed
considerable status and reputation.’!”

One portrait of nobility in this century paints itin a hundred different guises,
fragmented, a mass of contradictions to the point whete it would prove impos-
sible to find common ground between a noble duke and a mere gentleman,
between a Castilian Aidalgo, a Scottish laitd and a Prussian Junker, between a
landowning Sicilian baron and a noble Venetian, or between a Franconian
Ranbritter and an English esquire, justice of the peace, or member of patlia-
ment. One is entitled to prefer, however, the vision of a noble society which,
transcending obvious differences, not only derived from them its essence and
its vitality, but also considered itself a single ordet, #na et eadem nobilitas, within a
society of orders (Stindegesellschaft).

Another portrait depicts this century as afHlicted by the slow degeneration of
an intellectually underdeveloped nobility, economically and demographically
weakened, unsure of its own identity and vocation, threatened by states,
businessmen and lawyers, reduced to means of self-defence now increasingly
far-removed from the realities of the day (and only good enough for chivalric
festivals); in short, a nobility on the verge of forfeiting for good its historic role.
For this, one is entitled to substitute the vision of the world of the Renaissance,
in which the relics of feudalism were gradually transforming themselves into
nobility, when, for example, the Herren and Ritfer of the Empire fused to form
the Adel. In fact, the nobility of the ancien régime dates from the fifteenth
century. In France, atleast, it was to endute until the Revolution of 1789, whilst
in the rest of Europe it would preserve its identity and its very essence at least
until the First World War.

10 Pisan, Le livre du corps de policie, p. 183.
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CHAPTER §

RURAL EUROPE

Christopher Dyer

THE BEuropean countryside in the fifteenth century was more sparsely popu-
lated than at any time since about 1150. This fact has dominated historical per-
ceptions of the period. The ‘demographic crisis’ is seen as an all-pervading
influence, having its origins around 1300 in fundamental problems of over-
population, overextension of cultivation and ecological imbalances. The crisis
began with the famines and plagues of the fourteenth century, and its effects
persisted in some countties after 1500." This chapter is based on the assump-
tion that this view of a ‘demographic crisis’ helps our understanding of the fif-
teenth century, but that excessive dependence on it leads to a distorted and
incomplete picture, and after examining the crisis we will turn to alternative
interpretations, additions and modifications.

THE DEMOGRAPHIC CRISIS

The population of most European countries suffered a heavy death toll in the
fourteenth century, and after 1400 epidemics of plague and other diseases con-
tinued to cause bouts of high mortality. These were less virulent and more
localised than the initial Black Death of 1348—9, but evidence from Tuscany,
England and the Low Countries suggests that most places experienced
between eight and twelve serious epidemics in the fifteenth century. Relatively
small numbers of children were recorded for each married couple; for
example, in the Lyons region from a mean of 3.9 children mentioned in each
will of the 1320s, the figure diminished to 1.9 in the 1420s.> Such statistics need
to be treated with caution, though the general message of a shortage of child-
ren is repeated too consistently to be explained in terms of under-reporting.
Small families could reflect simply another aspect of mortality, the vulnerabil-
ity of infants and children to disease, but are likely to derive also from such

! Advocates of the ‘demographic crisis’ approach include: Abel (1980); Genicot (1966); Le Roy Ladurie

(1974); Postan (1952) and (1966). 2 Lorcin (1974), Pp. 220—4, 504—5.
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factors as changes in the age of marriage. At the lowest point of the population
decline, which in many regions was reached at some point between 1420 and
1450, total numbers had been reduced to a half or two-thirds of those pre-
vailing before the Black Death. So the population of the contado of Florence
declined from about 300,000 in 1338 to 104,000 in 1427; Provence could
muster about 400,000 people in 1315—16, but only 150,000 in 1471 (after a few
decades of recovery). National population figures must be a matter of guess-
work, but France has been said to have fallen from 18 million people in 1330 to
below 10 million in 1450, and the English population can be estimated at about
6 million before 1348 and 2.5—3 million in the mid-fifteenth century.®

The desertion and shrinkage of settlements followed from the demographic
crisis. Farms, hamlets and whole villages fell into ruin, and can sometimes now
be traced on the ground from the archaeological evidence. In Germany from a
total of 170,000 settlements known from before the Black Death more than
40,000 disappeared in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. ‘Quotients’ (per-
centages of villages deserted) varied from region to region, but reached as high
a figure as Go—7yo per cent in Brandenburg or the uplands of Swabia.
Thousands of lost villages have been found in other European countries, with
some quite high ‘quotients’, such as 38.4 per cent in Provence.* ‘Quotients’ of
deserted farms varied in different parts of Sweden from 10 to 36 per cent, but
in Scandinavia Norway bore the brunt of the recession — a half of its farms
were abandoned, and these tended to be sited in high and remote places, with
less fertile soils; the smaller, poorer and more recent settlements were most
likely to lose their inhabitants.®

As the countryside was emptied of people and houses became ruined, so
large areas of arable land fell out of cultivation. In the Parisian basin perhaps
6o per cent of the former cultivated area was no longer under the plough by the
mid-fifteenth century. Sometimes this led to the loss of agricultural land, and it
was invaded by scrub. But more often pasture replaced the corn-fields, and
provided a profitable living for its occupants, who could obtain better prices
for animal products than for cereals. In addition high labour costs were
avoided as a single shepherd or herdsman could manage animals on an area of
land that would, if under crops, have needed at least two full-time and a dozen
part-time workers. In some places the change was carried out completely — the
former territory of a village, like many in the midlands of England, became an
enclosed pasture. Or, as in the war-devastated French province of Quercy,
transhumant flocks from neighbouring regions occupied the now empty

3 Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978), p. 172; Baratier (1961), p. 120; Le Roy Ladurie (1978), p. 117;
Smith (1988), pp. 189—91.

* Abel (1955); Villages désertés (1965); Mayhew (1973), pp. 93—8; Rosener (1992), pp. 255-6;
D’Archimbaud (1980), pp. 14-15.  ° Gissel ezal. (1981).
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grasslands. Mote often a mixed farming system shifted its emphasis, so that a
higher proportion of the land was used for grazing, and individual peasants
acquired larger flocks and herds. In Languedoc peasant flocks of 200 sheep
were commonly encountered in the fifteenth century.

These developments in farming amounted almost to a new ecological
balance, reflected in the scientific evidence of pollen samples by a diminishing
proportion of cereals and the weeds of cultivation, and increases in grass and
tree pollen. Woodland, long in retreat before the axes of colonists, began to
recover lost ground. In the German Seulingswald the area under trees
increased by almost a third. The conservation of woods for timber and fuel,
and other resources such as game, was relaxed for the first time for centuries —
in 1401 the Grand Master of the Waters and Forests of France could proclaim
‘Go into the forest, cut down trees, assart, make charcoal . . . hunt . . . rabbits,
boars and other wild beasts.®

Agticulture changed to meet the needs of a new diet. Before the fall in
population, when the mass of people had to eat the cheapest sources of cal-
ories, cereal foods predominated: bread, often made of rye or barley rather
than wheat; oat cakes in the uplands; many varieties of porridge based on oats,
pulses or barley; and pasta in southern Europe. In the fifteenth century ordi-
nary people — artisans, peasants, even labourers — consumed slices of meat in
quantities previously enjoyed only by the aristocracy. Sicilian vineyard workers
were given 1.2—1.6 kg per week; English harvest workers received 1 1b of meat
for every 2 Ib of bread; and even prisoners in Murcia (Castile) were allowed
40 g of meat each per day.” Cereals were still the mainstay of the diet, but the
more expensive (and nutritious) wheat tended to replace barley and rye as the
main bread grain, and a higher proportion of the cereal crop in northern
Europe was brewed into ale or beer, or used to feed animals.

Over most of Europe trends in the rural economy reflected the scarcity of
people. Grain prices moved from year to year depending mainly on the quality
of the harvests, and also under such influences as variations in the currency
and the disruptions of war: but an overall downward trend can usually be
detected for the first three-quarters of the century. The amount of land under
crops had diminished less than the numbers of consumers, so creating an
excess of supply over demand. The prices of animal products, such as wool,
hides, meat, cheese and butter, either increased, or declined less than grain
prices. Wages often moved upwards, especially when calculated in terms of the
amount of food that they would buy —workers were scarce, and their value was
consequently enhanced. The price of manufactured goods tended to rise in

¢ Mayhew (1973), p. 100; Le Roy Ladutie (1969), pp. 122—3.
7 Aymard and Bresc (1975), p- 594; Dyer (1989), pp. 151-60; Menjot (1984), p. 200.
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relation to grain prices, so that for at least part of the period the effects of the
‘price scissors’ were felt; the nobility in particular found that the goods and ser-
vices that they wished to buy became more expensive, in contrast to the sale
price of the produce of their estates. Rents tended to decline. These were often
so complicated, consisting of many different dues and payments, made in the
form of cash, labour and goods, that changes are not easily detected. But
champart rents, by which peasants, mainly in southern Europe, paid an agreed
proportion of their produce, had at the peak of agricultural expansion in the
thirteenth century amounted often to half or one third of the crop, were now
commonly diminished to a quarter or even less. Cash rents which were fixed by
bargaining between landlord and tenant, and which were therefore most likely
to be subject to market forces (such as leasehold rents and entry fines), also
declined. And payments fixed by custom, such as servile dues, were also
reduced, or even abolished altogether after tussles between lords and tenants.
Lords had to make concessions if no one would take a heavily burdened
holding: in Germany vacant lands might be let under the Odrecht, by which they
were not liable to payments for a number of years. In that country and else-
where the conditions of tenure improved for the peasant — formerly precari-
ous tenancies became hereditary, and the number of years for which leases ran
were extended.

These changes reduced the wealth and power of the noble and clerical land-
lords, and led to improvements in conditions for at least part of the peasantry.
The lords suffered a drop in income in a number of ways: complete loss of rent
and tithes from deserted holdings; reductions in rent reflecting their weaker bar-
gaining power in relation to scarce tenants; and accumulations of arrears of rent
as tenants could not or would not pay. Before the Black Death many lords had
been directly involved in some form of agriculture, but by about 1400 the high
costs of labour and low price of produce forced them to lease out their remain-
ing demesnes and granges to farmers. Over many parts of Europe the nobility
complained of impoverishment, and monasteries ran into debt. Nobles were
forced, notably in France, to gain a higher proportion of their income from
office holding. In Germany and other areas nobles are reported to have been
reduced in number, so concentrating landed resources in fewer hands.

Peasants experienced some beneficial changes, such as reduced rents, and
many former serfs gained their freedom. They had the opportunity to extend
their holdings by acquiring land cheaply, and are found with two or three tene-
ments previously occupied by sepatrate families. If peasants are defined in
terms of the small scale of their landholding, then we begin to doubt if indi-
viduals who accumulated forty hectares or more can really be desctibed as
peasants. The relaxation of population pressure helped the great majority
(who certainly were peasants) with middle-sized holdings of two to twenty
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hectares of atrable, by increasing their shares of common pastutre, woodland
and marshland. The smallholders (the definition varies from region to region,
but certainly included those millions of households with less than two
hectares) would have gained from the increase in wages, because they expected
to obtain a proportion of their income by working for others. Doubts sur-
round those middling or upper sections of the peasantry who had a surplus to
sell, and who hired labour, because they would have experienced some of the
problems of profitability encountered by the lords in their agricultural produc-
tion. But these doubts should not be stressed too much. A high proportion of
their crops went to feed the peasants’ household, and a relatively small amount
was sold, so they did not feel the full effect of falling prices. In general the
demographic crisis caused a good deal of misery for those who were widowed,
orphaned or forced from their homes and land, but it also led to a downward
distribution of incomes and promoted geographical and social mobility.

The changing climate contributed to the crisis. The long cold period which is
usually dated after about 1550 was apparently preceded by relatively cool and
wet weather. On the uplands temperature changes could have encouraged the
abandonment of farms, for example in Norway, and promoted the more
general conversion of arable land to pasture. Weather patterns, while not as
unstable as in the previous century, still led to a succession of bad harvest
years, of which the most sevete episode was the north European famine of
1437—9. Harvest failures did not just cause hardship for those deprived of
food. They distorted the whole economy, as consumers transferred their
expenditure from non-essential items to food, so causing a slump in commerce
and unemployment in industry.

Man-made disasters also had their impact, notably the later phases of the
Hundred Years War in France, the Hussite Wars in central Europe, vatious
internecine conflicts in Germany and the internal disruptions in the Low
Countries, especially over the disputed succession to the Burgundian lands in
1477—92. All of these can be shown to have destroyed farms, villages, crops
and livestock, prevented cultivation and trade in agricultural produce and
increased taxes and insecurity outside the immediate war zones. Perhaps such
violence stemmed in part from the demographic crisis, as the nobility turned to
war as a means of recouping their lostincome from land. Military activities cer-
tainly contributed to the depth of the recession by compounding existing
shortages of manpower and capital.

REGIONAL VARIATIONS

A Europe of ruined farms, grass-grown fields, nobles in financial trouble (with
a compensatory improvement in peasant conditions), gives only one side of
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the picture. The varied experiences of different regions provoke doubts about
whether the demographic crisis can be the sole explanation of the changes that
we observe. We should be cautious of attributing so much importance to
impersonal ecological forces.

First, the demography of Europe followed no uniform pattern. The plagues
of the fourteenth centuryhad alimited impact on parts of eastern Europe andin
the Iberian peninsula, especially in Castile. In the case of the duchy of Wroctaw
the drop in population and the symptoms of agrarian crisis were delayed until
1425—80.% Castile suffered in some measure a fall in population before 1400, but
in the eatly fifteenth century shows signs of growing numbers.

Secondly, in those countries which experienced the full impact of a fall in
population by a half or more, recovery came at different times. In Sicily the
population was growing by the 1450s, perhaps earlier, while in rural Tuscany
expansion is apparent after 1460. French regions generally began to recover
towards the middle of the century — from the 1430s in the Lyonnais, and the
1450s in Normandy. In Brabant a decisive upward movement is not apparent
until after 1495, and the English population, though showing slight tendencies
to growth from the 1470s, did not really expand until well into the sixteenth
century, at a time when parts of France and Italy were near to regaining the
population densities of the pre-Black Death era.” Movements in the size of
population are very complex phenomena, depending in part on the incidence
of epidemics, for which there is abundant evidence even in the period of
population growth, and on the age of marriage, and rates of fertility within
marriage, which were influenced by social customs and such economic factors
as the availability of land and employment.

Some regions, thirdly, had special characteristics which help to explain their
peculiar paths of development within this period. Parts of north-eastern
Europe—now Poland and the Baltic states —are often cited as following a course
opposite to that found in the west. Weak states, an underdeveloped urban sector
and a powerful nobility meant that peasant conditions deteriorated, beginning
the period of ‘second serfdom’, as tenants were restricted in their movement
and forced to perform heavy labour services. In fact, the peasants of eastern
Europe were being brought under serfdom for the first time (they had been
encouraged to settle in new lands in the east with privileges and easy terms in
earlier centuries). Enserfment took a long time, beginning in the later years of
the fifteenth century, and was not completed until well after 1500. This cannot
therefore be seen as an immediate response to any fall in population. '

¥ Hoffman (1989), pp. 273—374-
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The greater nobles of Castile expanded their wealth and power; the monat-
chy at the end of the fourteenth century had been weakened by civil war, and
made concessions of jurisdictional powers to a largely new generation of rising
families. In contradiction of the landlords’ withdrawal from agrarian life found
elsewhere, the Castilian nobles’ power over tenants and land grew on such a
scale that the marquis of Villena’s lordship, for example, extended over 25,000
square kilometres. They took an interest in the cultivation of demesnes, and
owned a large proportion of the sheep in the great transhumance system, the
Mesta, which by 1467 took flocks totalling 2.7 million across the country
between summer and winter pastures. In northern Castile new villages were
being founded in the second decade of the century, and there was some exten-
sion of arable.!!

These examples have been taken from relatively thinly populated regions
which could be regarded as escaping from the ecological problems resulting
from ‘overpopulation’. However, Sardinia is an example of a place which,
though supporting meagre densities of people before 1348, still experienced all
of the symptoms of crisis, making us doubt a direct relationship between
excessive numbers before the plagues and the subsequent population decline
and agrarian depression. The southern Low Countries ought to fit the conven-
tional pattern, because here the densities of people were very high, yet they
avoided the crash that in theory should have followed — very small holdings
persisted and even proliferated in the early fifteenth century. Not many settle-
ments were deserted in the long term, nor was there a universal reduction in
rents. The large and numerous towns help to explain the resilience of a high-
yielding agrarian system, based on intensive cultivation of small plots, involv-
ing large inputs of labour and manure, and the elimination or reduction of
fallows.!? A survival of smallholdings is found in other urbanised regions, such
as parts of northern Italy, where there was some depression in the conditions
of the peasantry who felt the uncertainties of short-term mezzaddria (share-
cropping) contracts.

Districts specialising in pastoral agriculture, such as those in wooded, heathy
or hilly landscapes, sometimes also diverge from the trends normally associ-
ated with the demographic crisis. An increasing emphasis on animal husbandry
came easily to them, and contrary to the assumption that ‘matginal’ late colon-
ised lands were always mote vulnerable to depopulation, the dispersed settle-
ments of the pastoral areas were obstinately long-lived, while lowland
corn-growing villages often shrank and sometimes disappeared. The ‘mar-
ginal’ districts were especially receptive to rural industry, partly because their

1 Vicens Vives (1964), pp. 241—57; Dufourcq and Gautier-Dalché (1976), pp. 2345, 238—41.
12 Day (1975); Van der Wee and Van Cauwenberghe (1978); Verhulst (1990), pp. 89—130.
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resources included raw materials and fuel, and partly because pastoral farming
left peasant men and women with spare time to work in crafts. The association
of uplands and woodlands with industry is found everywhere, from the mining
and metal-working districts of Iberia and Germany, to the cloth-making settle-
ments of Yorkshire and Essex.

The examination of the varied history of different regions suggests that the
‘demographic crisis” applies most appropriately to lowland arable farming
regions. Even here we must doubt the idea of a cycle of demographic contrac-
tion and expansion as the sole explanation of change. Towards the end of the
fifteenth century, as we have seen, population levels were recovering, some-
times rapidly. As a deterministic demographic theory would predict, many
trends went into reverse: new settlements were founded (in Sweden, for
example); arable lands were again extended at the expense of pasture (in the
Auvergne); smallholdings multiplied (in Franconia); wages began to fall and
grain prices to rise (in Normandy). Yet these tendencies are not found every-
where, nor did they apply to all aspects of rural life. Some of the changes of the
late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, like the rise of the gros fermiers of north-
ern France or the yeomen of England, persisted: the large holdings survived
and flourished in different circumstances after 1500. Some developments had
been proceeding before 1348, and continued thereafter, like the long-term
decay of the institutions of lordship and their replacement by more commer-
cial forms of land management in north Italy, or the growth of rural industries
everywhere. Cleatly structural change was going on in the organisation of pro-
duction, and the ordering of relationships between social groups, independent
of the ups and downs of demography. These lead us to turn to developments
in rural Europe which were not determined by population levels, but which
sprang from other roots.

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS OF DEVELOPMENTS

The martket

Fifteenth-century Europe had experienced centuries of commercialisation
and urbanisation. In some regions (notably north Italy and the Low Countries)
a third or more of the population lived in towns, and over most of the conti-
nent one in five people gained their main livelihood from industry or trade.
Despite the mid-fifteenth-century trading slump, the ‘bullion famine’ and
other troubles, a busy local and international trade in agricultural produce con-
tinued, and indeed in some cases shows signs of stimulation rather than
depression. Although the numbers of potential customers fell, and the put-
chasing power of the nobility suffered, the survivors had surpluses to
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exchange. Peasants were consumers as well as producers; the increased
demand for cheap and middle-quality woollen and linen cloth, and iron for
tools and domestic implements, helps to explain the expanding rural industry
of the period. Elderly peasants in Quercy would make agreements with their
successors to hand over the holding, in exchange for a basic allowance (almost
a pension), the details of which enable us to glimpse what contemporaries
regarded as the necessities of life. In addition to bread grains, oil, salt, wine and
pork, each old peasant would receive annually clothing worth £2 tournois
(about twice the value of a pig).!*> Cumulative purchases on this scale by mil-
lions of peasants created a formidable market.

Production for sale, which enabled cultivators to pay rents in cash and buy
manufactured goods, was often conducted on the largest scale on the lords’
demesnes (increasingly in the hands of farmers), but also involved a high pro-
portion of the peasantry. Responses to demand can be seen in the changing
mix of crops — for example, in England the barley acreage grew in line with the
increase in ale and beer drinking, In Germany vineyards expanded, and were
planted in new regions because more people could afford wine. But the market
could also encourage large-scale regional specialisation, such as extensive rye
cultivation in north-east Europe, which supplied the towns of the Low
Countries, allowing the peasants of that region to devote more land to indus-
trial crops. During the fifteenth centuty grain exports from Danzig increas-
ingly reflected the quality of the harvest in the Low Countries. Similarly
Norway imported Baltic corn and concentrated on dairying and fishing,

Theincreased demand for meat, and especially beef, in the population centres
of the Low Countries and the Rhineland promoted a large-scale international
cattle trade. The animals were reared in Denmark, Hungary and Poland, and
then travelled along well-established drove roads, via fairs and other points of
sale to the urban butchers. Numbers of cattle exported annually from Denmark
increased from 2,000in 1423 to 13,000 in 1484—5."* In southern Europe special-
isation in livestock encouraged the development of organisations to manage
transhumance, not just the Spanish esta, but also in Provence, Tuscany and
southern Italy. Sicilian agriculture developed its specialisations, with the
growing of corn (forexport) in the west of theisland, pastoralism in the uplands
of the north-east,and wine production concentrated on the coast. Maltese culti-
vators found that they could profit best from the commercial economy by
growing cotton and cumin for sale abroad, while wheat was imported.'

Towns influenced the countryside more directly when their inhabitants
acquired land, as they did in growing numbers in the vicinity of cities as
different as Lyons and Wroctaw. Townspeople regarded land as a safe invest-

13 Lartigaut (1978), p. 513. 14 Blanchard (1986).
15 Epstein (1992), pp. 160-81; Wettinger (1982).
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ment, and used it to grow both some food for their own consumption and raw
materials for urban industries. Often they introduced no new techniques, butin
the case of Valencia urban capital contributed to irrigation schemes and the
development of a fertile agricultural region. Townsmen changed the rural
economy more often by investing in rural industry, by building mills for fulling,
iron working and paper making, and acting as entrepreneurs organising and
exploiting the work of the artisan cloth-workers.

The peasants

Peasants accounted collectively for the bulk of agricultural production. They
operated within constraints, but were not controlled entirely by their social and
natural environment. They defended their interests and made difficult choices
in adapting their farming to new circumstances. Reduction in rents and
improvements in conditions of tenure and personal status did not automat-
ically follow from the scarcity of people. Lords clung to their power and dues
for as long as possible. Also lords and states were constantly developing new
ways of acquiring income from the peasantry, and these were often resisted.

The fifteenth century saw rather fewer large-scale peasant rebellions than
cither in the preceding, or in the following, centuries, but peasants were still
involved in numerous negotiations, law suits, petitions, confrontations and
village agitations, the records of which enable us to see the issues that troubled
them, and some of the ideas that lay behind their actions. Often they were con-
cerned with the removal of old exactions which they regarded as burdensome
and unjust. English peasants quietly but effectively refused to pay servile dues
like tallage and collective fines, and secured reductions in their main annual
rent payment, the ‘assize’ rents. The Catalan servile peasants, the remences, cam-
paigned more publicly against the ‘bad customs’, by which lords could take a
share of the goods of a peasant dying intestate or without legitimate heirs, con-
fiscate a peasant’s chattels if his wife committed adultery, fine a peasant whose
house burned down, and exact a payment for guaranteeing the property settle-
ment at a peasant’s marriage. These customs went back two or three centuries,
and had acquired a symbolic meaning as a badge of servile status. The crisis
after the Black Death sharpened antagonism, as lords attempted to maintain
the old dues, and specifically caused resentment by imposing them on peasants
who had taken over vacant holdings. Encouraged by some vacillating support
from the monarchy, the remences attempted to negotiate composition payments
with the lords, and took patt in civil war in 1462—72 and an uprising in 1484—s
before the bad customs were finally abolished in 1486.'

16 Freedman (1991), pp. 154—202.
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Rebellions against new exactions included the Bundschub risings in Germany
in 1439 and 1493 provoked by taxes and complaints of judicial abuses, the
Irmandada of Galicia in 1467 against growing seignorial dues and bullying, and
the revolt in Normandy of 1434—6 where the resentment against taxes was
sharpened by the fact that they were imposed by English conquerors. In
Majorca, the exploitation of peasant debts by urban money lenders provoked a
long-running and sometimes violent campaign against the towns.!”

Small-scale frictions between lord and peasant were especially characteristic
of Germany, where in some regions attempts were made to impose new forms
of serfdom, and to encroach on common rights in woods and pastutes.
Resistance came from village communities, led by the better-off peasants, the
probi homines, who bargained with the lords over customs, the results being
recorded in statements of rights and obligations, the Weistumer. The commu-
nity could back up negotiations by such collective actions as offering money to
buy areas of common land or to redeem lords’ rights, and by refusing rents and
services which were in dispute. In the east such resistance was led by the schu/z,
the official originally appointed by the lords to administer the village. We often
see the growing formality of community organisations at this time; in the
south-west of France the villages acquired consulates and assemblies like the
towns, and paid their rents collectively.

All of this seemed to the lords like insolence and sedition. To quote a
Bavarian monastery’s court records, peasants ‘held in contempt our orders and
have also within the holiness of our monastery attacked us with rough coarse
words and . . . threatening gestures’.!® From the peasants’ point of view they
were gaining self-respect and the ability to stand up for themselves. We can see
in their actions and utterances an alternative view of society, emphasising col-
lective values, and advocating egalitarian ideas, like the rebels in the county of
Forez in 1422—31 who looked back to the classless society of the time of
Adam, and believed that the nobility should work. The Catalan peasants
believed in an ancient state of freedom, arguing that the ‘bad customs’ had
been imposed as a fixed-term punishment by Charlemagne. Peasants were
encouraged in their confidence and independence of mind by improvements
in their conditions and new opportunities; their undoubted successes led them
to persist in resistance to authority.

Many peasants lived under weak lordship, or had no lord at all, and even
those on whom lordship imposed considerable burdens were usually able to
buy land, sell produce and generally exercise some choice in their agriculture.
The size of holdings depended partly on peasant calculations of the most con-

'7 Dufourcq and Gautier-Dalché (1976), pp. 245, 258—9; Leguai (1982); Laube (1975).
8 Toch (1991).
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venient and efficient scale of production. In contrast with the large amounts of
land (forty hectares or more) held by some yeomen and farmers in western
England or northern France, middling holdings of ten to twenty hectares seem
to have been most successful in Languedoc or Normandy, while smallholdings,
as we have seen, continued to be viable in the Low Countries or parts of north-
ern Italy. Historians have often assumed that large units of production were
necessary for innovations in technology or increases in efficiency and market
orientation. But this supposition is not supported by the ability of tenants of
quite small holdings to change their methods. The shift in the balance between
arable and pasture, use of intensive husbandry and crop specialisation were
also adopted by middling or smallholding peasants.

Peasant society changed, but not uniformly. In parts of southern Europe,
such as Languedoc and Tuscany, the labour shortage encouraged the forma-
tion of close and complex family units under a patriarchal head. In northern
Europe the peasant family was weakened by the demographic crisis. This
encouraged migration — on a small scale from village to village, but also over
longer distances, leading to the repopulation of more productive land, like the
Parisian region after it had suffered devastation from war.

For all of its apparent bargaining strength when dealing with outside author-
ity, the village community suffered internally from divisions between wealthier
and poorer peasants, and conflicts between individual interests and common
welfare. Struggles broke out between the majority of villagers and those indi-
viduals who sought an unfair share of resources (by putting large numbers of
animals on the common pasture) or who privatised their assets by enclosure or
by cultivating their land in their own style. These problems were not usually
resolved within our period, and it must be emphasised that in many ways — the
‘poor tables” and almshouses provided for indigent villagers, for example —
peasant communities seem to have increased their cohesiveness in the fifteenth
century. In consequence they acted as a restraint on the more innovative, ambi-
tious and selfish peasants.

Lords, towns and the state

Enterprise and initiative were by no means confined to the peasantry. The
nobility, often depicted as in retreat in this period, in fact actively defended
their position. In some cases this took the form of rear-guard actions to pre-
serve their privileges, like those conducted by the Catalan nobles for most of
the century. Historians remark sometimes on the apparent inertia of institu-
tions, leading to the survival of archaic systems of lordship, but in such cases
we should not underestimate the effort required to maintain rents and judicial
power in the face of peasant obstruction. In Germany the nobility went on the
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offensive, especially in the south-west, by introducing new forms of personal
serfdom. Peasants were tied to their holdings, being forced to pay heavy fines
for permission to leave, or to find substitute tenants. Some lords insisted that
permission was needed for a serf’s marriage. Lordship was consolidated by
making exchanges with neighbours, so that serfs who had left their lord’s terri-
tory were brought back under control. Nowhere else in Europe was the seign-
orial reaction so co-ordinated, but there were efforts elsewhere to re-establish
lords’ rights, especially at the end of the century.

Lords had to make realistic judgements about their problems, but could still
work in their own interests. The reconstruction of the post-war French coun-
tryside involved recreating estates, by attracting settlers with promises of large
holdings at low rents. In the Paris region lords invested hundreds of pounds in
building mills and ovens in order to profit again from the seignorial monopo-
lies. In Tuscany lands continued to be consolidated into blocks, poderi, which
were then leased out and yielded high rents from megzaddria contracts.

Despite the widespread abandonment of direct production for the market,
home farms still produced for lords’ households (in northern Italy, for
example), and some nobles ventured into profitable enterprises, like the large
sheep flocks in Castile o, in Sicily, mills and aqueducts (at a cost of 8,000
florins on one estate) to set up sugar plantations.'’ English gentry in the late fif-
teenth century invested in hedges and fences when they enclosed village fields,
but usually left the management of flocks and herds to graziers or butchers,
who paid a great deal of money for the leases of these specialised farms.

The intervention of towns in their hinterlands represented a further pres-
sure on the rural producers. Quite distinct from the purchase of land by indi-
vidual townsmen, towns claimed rights over the surrounding country, whether
by the city ruling its contado, as in northern Italy, or by claiming jurisdiction over
individual outburghers, as in northern Europe. The city of Freiburg bought up
woods, pastures and even whole villages for the sake of adding revenues to the
public purse, and controlling the supply of resources such as fuel.’ Towns
everywhere were anxious to secure the cheapest possible food supplies for
their inhabitants, and used various devices, such as declaring that the central
urban market alone could handle the surplus production of the neighbour-
hood. By such interference in the market, and by individual townsmen obtain-
ing rent chatrges from peasants to whom they had advanced loans, in areas of a
relatively weak nobility, such as Holland, the towns assumed some of the
extractive roles normally associated with lords.

Finally, the state intervened in rural society, again as an exploiter of the peas-
antry, notably in France where royal taxes rivalled and surpassed the burden of

Y Epstein (1992), pp. 210—22. % Scott (1986), pp. 31—46.
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lords’ rents. Rulers anxious to maintain revenues, ot to avoid disorder, or both,
might intervene to protect the peasants. The Catalan example has already been
noted, and in Germany we find princes like the dukes of Bavaria or the dukes
of Brunswick preventing some of the excesses of lords who attempted to
impose personal serfdom. But the state always played an ambiguous role — as
the Catalan example shows, the monarchy could oppose the interests of the
nobility only with the greatest difficulty. Intervention often meant siding with
the lords, by punishing rebellious tenants, legislating to limit wage increases, or
attempting to cutb the consumption of luxuries by peasants. Only on rare
occasions can the state be seen promoting economic growth in the country-
side, whether by quelling disorder, or by removing tolls and other obstacles to
internal trade, or more directly, like the dukes of Milan, initiating drainage and
irrigation schemes, building canals and encouraging new crops such as mul-
berry trees.

PRODUCTIVITY

Should the fifteenth century be regarded as a period of economic growth or
decline? The debate is closely connected to the ‘demographic crisis’ interpreta-
tion: we must decide to emphasise either the overall drop in production, or the
increases in the productivity and living standards of individuals. Advocates of
‘economic decline’ point to the lack of technical discoveries. We do find,
however, that methods were, if not introduced for the first time, disseminated
in this period. Industrial crops like flax, woad and madder; fodder crops such as
turnips and rape; crops designed to provide for new consumption patterns, like
sugar, oranges, saffron, hops and mulberry trees, were grown more extensively
than before. New commercial vineyards developed in Spain in such districts as
Jerez and Rioja; profits might be increased if land was flooded for fishponds
(in Bavaria) and in East Anglia by the extension of rabbit warrens. Meadows
were increasingly irrigated to give a better growth of hay, and scythes were
more widely used instead of sickles as a harvest tool. Drainage of land in the
Netherlands was assisted by the introduction for the first time of pumps oper-
ated by windmills. Rotations which had been devised in eatlier centuries were
spreading, especially in the Low Countries: either systems in which long
fallows over a number of years alternated with periods of continuous cultiva-
tion, or more intensive sequences of crops without fallows, including more
fodder crops. Above all, in almost every part of Europe, a new balance was
established between the land cultivated as arable, and that used as pasture.
These adjustments and developments did not amount to an agricultural
revolution. But instead of judging the century alongside the thirteenth or the
cighteenth, and finding it wanting because of its lack of ‘improvements’, we
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ought to ask whether the peasants and farmers of the period were effective in
their methods of production. Did they cater for their own needs and those of
the consumers? Some very high grain yields could be achieved, such as eight-
een hectolitres of wheat per hectare (twenty bushels per acre), or twelve times
the seed sown, in the areas of intensive husbandry in northern France and the
southern Low Countries.”! Generally, however, yields were nearer to a half of
these figures, and tended to decline, reflecting the shortage of labour, and the
lack of stimulus from prices. High yields were perhaps not necessary. We
cannot regard the century as an exceptionally hungry one. The severe famine
of 1437—9 was not accompanied by a long succession of bad years. There were
a number of subsistence crises and food tiots in Castile, and the period saw
hardship and reduced living standards in the Low Countries, but mostly grain
could be bought quite cheaply. Agriculture supported a percentage of non-
food producers (notably town dwellers) as high as at any time between ¢. 1300
and 1750. This can be attributed to many factors — stable weather, a quite
efficient marketing system — but above all to the relative abundance of land,
and the enhanced productivity per worker achieved by the reduced number of
people employed in agriculture. In short, the agrarian system evolved to satisfy
the needs of the society which depended on it.

CONCLUSION

The fifteenth-century countryside experienced a demographic ctisis, and the
landscape and the social structure changed in consequence. Yet this cannot
explain all of the characteristics and developments of the period. The agrarian
history of the different regions depended on their farming traditions, social
organisation and economic opportunities. Beside the trends consequent on the
falling population must be set the influence of the market, the interactions of
lords and peasants, and the decision making of peasants, farmers, lords, towns-
men and state officials.

21 Tits-Dieuaide (1975), pp. 82—115; Derville (1987).
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CHAPTER 6

URBAN EUROPE

Barrie Dobson

‘A city is 2 multitude of men bound together by a certain bond of society.! Any
historian who approaches the towns and cities of fifteenth-century Europe in
the hope of imposing a more precise and helpful definition than that offered by
St Augustine is sooner or later doomed to disappointment. Even if, which has
increasingly come to seem uncertain, an urban community ever provides an
intelligible social construct for historical analysis in its own right, it is often
painfully difficult to know how to discriminate between the smaller towns and
larger villages of late medieval Christendom. Such problems of definition as
well as the vagaries of record survival still make it impossible — and perhaps
pointless — to try to estimate the total number of urban communities in late
medieval Europe as a whole. Thus, although the total number of towns in fif-
teenth-century Germany has sometimes been estimated at as many as 3,000, by
Italian, Flemish or even English standards most of those towns wete very
small indeed. More seriously still, recent research has demonstrated as never
before that the political and economic fortunes of most fifteenth-century
cities were endlessly volatile, rising and falling from decade to decade and even
from year to year. “The historian contemplating the economic evolution of this
period has the impression that he is watching a relay-race, with the torch being
taken over in turn by one town after another, and sometimes returning to its
starting-point after one or two generations.” Ironically enough, even the dra-
matic increase in the quantity of surviving original evidence produced by fif-
teenth-century towns and townsmen themselves, ranging from the unrivalled
taxation records of Florence to the massive civic registers at Barcelona and the
guild archives of many of the greater cloth-producing centres in the Low
Countries, can sometimes add to these problems by making it more rather than
less difficult to detect the most significant long-term urban trends.
Accordingly, and despite many attempts to do so, it has proved impossible to

! St Augustine, De civitate dei, 15.8, still the most common definition of a city in regular use during the
fifteenth century: see, e.g., Giovanni Balbi’s Catholicon (1286, printed at Mainz in 1460), s. v. civis. I owe
this reference to Dr Peter Biller. % Bautier (1971), p. 176.
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make the towns of fifteenth-century Europe conform as a whole to the many
and usually contradictory general hypotheses to which they have so often been
subjected in recent years. How far were those towns the victims of sustained
and continuous economic decline, of a less protracted demographic crisis fol-
lowed perhaps by an aprés-crise, or of ‘the great bullion famine of the fifteenth
century’? Were their inhabitants essentially conservative in their attitudes, the
incidental rather than deliberate beneficiaries of a supposed coincidence
between ‘hard times and investment in culture’? Or did the fifteenth century
witness the rise of a distinctively bourgeois ideology of a genuinely new type?
So insoluble, or at least unproven, ate the many current theories of European
urban development duting the later Middle Ages that the historian of the fif-
teenth-century town must inevitably rely less upon certainties than upon
impressions. Of the latter, not the least significant are the enthusiastic
responses of innumerable modern tourists at their first encounters with the
surviving medieval buildings of cities as different from one another as
Florence and Toledo, as Bruges and Prague. The spectacular surviving histori-
cal monuments of these and other major late medieval towns still remain, obvi-
ously enough, the most tangible of all memorials to the fact that the fifteenth
century witnessed not only a remarkable display of architectural creativity but
also the culmination of ‘the first —and perhaps only —age of the western city’.?
In their very different ways, the house of Jacques Coeur at Bourges, the cloth
halls of the Netherlands, the Hallenkirche of Germany and Brunelleschi’s
Foundling Hospital at Florence were the unrivalled products of that unique
period when large numbers of wealthy townsmen throughout Europe felt
themselves sufficiently free from external intervention to putsue their own
aims in their own fashion.

Such corporate and individual freedom, never of course absolute and some-
times inherited from an even more emancipated fourteenth-century urban
past, was at its most concentrated within the north Italian triangle formed by
Venice, Genoa and Florence and, to a lesser degree, among the northern
French and Nethetlandish towns scattered between the rivers Seine and Rhine.
Elsewhere in Christendom, among the bonnes villes of Valois France, the parlia-
mentary boroughs of late medieval England and even the more or less ‘free’
cities of the German Reich, urban political initiatives often took the form of
‘self-government at the king’s command’ and were therefore more limited or
less sustained for that very reason. Even so, in these less propitious regions,
too, several fifteenth-century towns were sufficiently large and self-possessed
to create an urban society capable of articulating its own communal values in
religious, ceremonial, literary and artistic form. Given the intense centrifugal-

> Holmes (1990), pp. 3—4-
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ism and fragmentation inherent within the retailing and manufacturing pro-
cesses fundamental to any large medieval town, such common civic purposes
were often harder to achieve than might be thought. Ironically enough, the
prospects of achieving a high degree of urban splendour and self-assuredness
were nearly always greatest in those towns dominated by a mercantile oligarchy
whose horizons stretched far beyond the local city walls. It is with these, most
interesting but in some ways most exceptional, major towns that the following
survey will naturally need to be primarily concerned.

THE ECONOMIC CONTEXT: DECLINE AND RECOVERY

As the civic councillors of Florence, Venice, Bruges and Barcelona were alike
awate, both urban self-exptression and urban political power wete always
dependent on a local economy prosperous enough to generate exceptional
wealth, albeit always unequally, among their citizens. To that extent, it is
appropriate enough that economic considerations have come to obsess most
modern historians of the fifteenth-century town. In particular, an ever-more
sophisticated concentration upon late medieval demographic problems has
begun to hold out some hope of discovering approximately how urbanised
pre-Reformation Europe actually was. Admittedly, the more closely the origi-
nal soutces for most published population statistics are examined, the more
doubts arise as to the reliability of the data, not to mention the additional dis-
tortions necessatily created by the highly uneven prevalence of tax evasion, by
the vagaries of rural immigration and by extreme yeatly variations in birth and
mortality rates. Those allowances duly made, it seems clear enough that the fif-
teenth century was generally not one of impressive demographic expansion
among the towns of Christendom, nor indeed in any region thereof. Of the
twenty-seven or so urban centres likely to have contained a resident population
of more than 40,000 in 1500, only five (Venice, Milan, Naples, Paris and prob-
ably Constantinople) seem to have sustained more than 100,000 inhabitants.
The other twenty-two largest European cities at that date also include few sut-
ptises among their number: they tended to be concentrated either in Italy
(Florence, Genoa, Bologna, Brescia, Cremona, Rome, Naples and Palermo) or
the Iberian peninsula (Barcelona, Valencia, Cordova, Granada, Seville and
Lisbon). To these should be added a few major regional entrepots elsewhere,
namely in France (Lyons, Rouen and Toulouse), the German Reich (Cologne
and Augsburg), the Low Countries (Ghent and Antwerp) and even one
(London) in the kingdom of England.* There are, however, reasonable
grounds for supposing that neatly all of these major European towns still pos-

* Mols (1974), pp. 41—4-
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sessed fewer inhabitants in 1500 than they had done on the eve of the first out-
break of the Black Death in 1348—9. It is accordingly hard to avoid the familiar
paradox that one of the most creative ages in the history of the European city
had been accompanied by a dramatic fall and then stagnation in the number of
the citizens themselves.

However, demographic analysis of late medieval towns has its well-known
dangers, above all if it suggests that there need be a direct correlation between
the size of a town’s population and its economic productivity and influence. To
a limited extent the same reservation must inevitably apply to the scores of
middle-ranking regional urban centres — of perhaps a population of between
10,000 and 40,000 — which were usually of more direct significance to
members of the predominantly rural population of the period than the ‘metro-
politan’ cities already mentioned. During the century and more after the Black
Death many of the almost innumerable small market towns of Europe contin-
ued to suffer severely from the contraction of the local population they served,;
but the larger regional centres, like Breslau and Basle, Narbonne and Norwich,
were now able to compensate by providing their clients with more diversified
economic services, above all by offering a wider range of luxury or semi-luxury
goods for sale, than ever before. However, where successive outbreaks of
plague made the industrial activities of a particular town impossible to sustain
at their customary level, such comparative prospetity gradually ceased to exist.
No fifteenth-century town council could ever face with equanimity the decline
of its most important manufacturing crafts and their associated retailing facil-
ities. In particular, most of the textile workers of western and central
European towns apparently found it progressively more difficult to maintain
their traditional production of woollen cloth at pre-Black Death levels. By
1400, Florence, Ghent and Ypres were already providing the best-known
examples of serious industrial decline for such a reason; but it is less often
appreciated thatin the case of many other towns the decline of woollen manu-
facturing continued well into the fifteenth century. At Louvain in Brabant, for
instance, the number of cloths produced fell from over 2,000 pieces a yeat in
1400 to only 200 pieces in 1500. As a flourishing woollen textile industry was in
effect a sine qua non for the prosperity of nearly all late medieval urban commu-
nities, the instability of the market for manufactured cloths in the fifteenth
century presented many towns with their greatest economic problem. How far
the decline in the cloth production of well-established urban centres was com-
pensated for by other manufacturing industries, notably perhaps by linen
weaving and the increasingly abundant ‘new draperies’, still remains a contro-
versial issue. However, there seems little doubt that during the course of the
century the traditional woollen textile industries of England, the Netherlands
and Italy showed a marked tendency to migrate from the town to the rural
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hinterland. By 1500 the poorer inhabitants of north European towns were
often wearing clothing manufactured in the Polish, Silesian or Bohemian coun-
tryside.

In at least some fifteenth-century towns the erosion of their traditional
manufacturing base could however be redressed, as will be seen, by industrial
innovation in the field of such luxury commodities as merceries, arms and
armour and other metal objects. More important still for many of the middle-
ranking and smaller towns of Europe was their continued and now often
much-expanded role as administrative centres. Here much the most dramatic if
unique example is that afforded by the impact of successive popes on the city
of Rome after Eugenius IV returned to more or less permanent residence
there in 1443. Within fifty years from that date, a previously semi-derelict and
chronically undeveloped city had become the undisputed ‘civitas sacerdotalis
etregia’ of the known world, with a resident population of some 50,000 inhab-
itants. Elsewhere in Europe, however, the archbishops and bishops of
Christendom — even at Cologne or Mainz — were now usually less important
than their chapters in influencing the welfare of their cathedral cities. From
Santiago to Salzburg and from Toledo to Trier, the material appetites of those
chapters, and of the many other members of the cathedral clergy, often did
much to protect urban communities from the complete disintegration of their
economic position during the century after the Black Death. In even more
cases the proximity of a large Benedictine monastery was so crucial to the
welfare of its neighbouring town that the burgesses were utterly dependent for
their own livelihood on supplying the monks with provisions and a local labour
force. In such cases, as at the cathedral towns of Durham in northern England
or of Roskilde in Denmark, the leading members of urban society tended to be
neither merchants nor craftsmen but rather family dynasties of clerks or
notaries who provided the cathedral chapter with secretarial and legal assis-
tance.

Other cities, usually much less fortunately, owed their prominence in the fif-
teenth century to their role as garrison towns. Even in Italy the course of mili-
tary operations was usually too erratic and unpredictable to warrant the
creation of permanent new towns for purposes of war alone; but there were
many European cities, like Carlisle in north-western England, which lived
under the ever-present threat of armed assault and tended to be dominated by
members of the local nobility and gentry for that reason. Much more remark-
able were the effects of war and politics on the fortunes of Calais, in the more
or less secure possession of the English crown throughout the fifteenth
century and in many ways the most curious urban community anywhere in
Europe during this period. Even at Calais, however, with its large if often tran-
sient population and its role as the centre of the English Company of the
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Staple, political influence was not sufficient to guarantee genuine urban self-
sufficiency and growth. Much more significant for the future was the evolution
of princely ‘capitals’ in Germany and in eastern Europe. Chatles IV’s rapid
success in developing a Bohemian political and cultural capital at Prague in the
1340s had an incalculable effect in stimulating the rulers of other central
European principalities to do likewise. The University of Prague, for example,
was the first university to be founded within the German Reich (1348): by the
eve of the Reformation there were almost twenty universities east of the
Rhine, all deliberately located by princes in their leading towns. Nor was such
an increasingly obsessive search on the part of lay rulers for a permanent
capital absent in western Europe, either; but it was in the east, and especially
perhaps at Moscow under Ivan III (1462—1505), that it reached its greatest
climax.

In fact, neither Prague, Vienna, Cracow nor Moscow was a novel urban crea-
tion of the fifteenth century. Indeed it can hardly be a coincidence that fewer
‘new towns’, in either the juridical or economic sense of that ambiguous
phrase, seem to have been founded between 1400 and 1500 than at any time
since at least the eleventh century. During the later Middle Ages the more
peripheral parts of western Europe, like Ireland, Norway and Sweden (where
there were only five towns with a population of as many as 1,000 inhabitants)
were almost deurbanised. In most of Scandinavia the prospects for a genuinely
effective urban network were in effect postponed until the seventeenth century.
It seems equally clear that throughout the whole of eastern central Europe
even the free royal towns of the region ‘had failed to live up to their earlier
promise’.” Similatly, the most striking feature of Scottish urban history in the
fifteenth century was not at all a widespread urban renaissance but rather ‘the
continual rise of Edinburgh’.® Nor was Scotland untypical in this respect. As so
many of the provincial towns of late medieval Europe continued to wrestle
with the problems of a shrinking industrial base and of inadequate recruitment
from the surrounding countryside, so the increased concentration of eco-
nomic influence and political power within the walls of a few already ‘over-
mighty’ cities is everywhere apparent. Thus in fifteenth-century Sweden the
town of Stockholm contained a population of approximately 7,000 inhabi-
tants, far greater than that of any other town in the country. The ever-increas-
ing dominance of London, and of London merchants, within the kingdom of
England provides a striking example of the same phenomenon; but so too — to
compare small things with great — does the rise to greater ascendancy than ever
before of the outstandingly wealthy family clans of the larger north Italian
cities.

* Wolff (1977), pp. 306-11; Graham (1986—7); Sedlar (1994), pp. 126-39.
¢ Lynch ezal. (1988), pp. 3—5.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Urban Europe 129

Although many contemporary London, Parisian and Florentine observers
often seem to have doubted the fact, it now seems clear enough that it was the
most substantial of European cities before the Black Death which remained
best placed to face the serious economic challenges of the fifteenth century. In
particular, it was Genoa, Florence, Milan and Venice which emerged as the
greatest residuary legatees of the demographic disasters which had engulfed
their markets and themselves so often and so mercilessly. As the demand for
basic foodstuffs declined throughout much of western Christendom, so the
market for more luxurious manufactured goods and the commodities of inter-
national trade — a market which only the largest commercial centres could fully
satisty — became even more significant than it had always been. Such was the
opportunity seized, in dramatic and often spectacular fashion, by the already
well-experienced Italian merchants of the age.” Despite the intermittently
serious competition presented by the ports of Catalonia and southern France,
to all intents and purposes the Mediterranean remained an ‘Italian lake’ until
the crippling reverses suffered by the Venetians (including the loss of their
strategic headquarters at Modon in the Morea) during the Turkish War of
1499—1503.% Nevertheless, the ability of the Venetian and Genoese merchants
of the fifteenth century to withstand the ultimately inexorable pressure of the
Ottoman Empire for so long is only one of many symptoms of a resilience
which made them famous throughout Europe. Perhaps the collapse of the
Medici bank at Florence in 1494, less than twenty years after the liquidation of
its most important agencies at London, Bruges and Avignon, suggests that by
then even the richest Italian cities were suffering from a lack of capital for
intensive industrial and commercial investment. However, the Italian urban
cloth industry still continued to flourish, even if its exports were primarily con-
fined within the Mediterranean basin, to the kingdom of Naples, to Rome and
not least to the Ottoman Empire itself. By 1489 the Florentine government
was able to send to Egypt highly worked cloth and other luxury items of the
sort which — ironically enough — had been the pride of Islam itself a century
eatlier.

Wherever technical expertise and technological initiative wete at a premium,
the workshops of northern Italian cities accordingly continued to impress —
and often astound — visitors from elsewhere. During a period sometimes
categorised as Europe’s “first age of iron’, the reputation of Milanese arms and
armour continued to withstand increasingly severe competition from
Augsburg and other southern German towns: it is, for example, in a contempo-
rary suit of arms of the highest Milanese workmanship that Richard
Beauchamp, earl of Warwick, was represented in his celebrated life-size copper

7 Sapori (1970); De Roover (1974); Heers (1961); Lane (1944). 8 Lane (1987), pp. 146—73.
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effigy of ¢ 1449.° Shipbuilding, like the production of arms, armour and
artillery, was naturally among the most cost-intensive fields of entrepreneurial
experiment in the major Italian cities of the period; but so too was investment
in new ways of increasing energy itself. In 1416 an engineer from Rhodes
applied to the city of Venice for a monopoly in the use of a new type of fulling
mill, probably the first case of a patent granted to an inventor’.'’ In yet another
and more neglected field of invention, recently described as being quite as sig-
nificant as the mechanical loom or the steam engine, it was Florence which by
the 1450s had become the undisputed ‘optical capital of the wotld’. In 1462 the
duke of Milan was already ordering expensive Florentine eyeglasses by the
hundred to give as presents to his friends and courtiers.!" At yet another
extreme, the success of fifteenth-century Italian cities in applying reason as well
as technical facility to that most fundamental of urban preoccupations, town
defence, gradually revolutionised the art of war from the Mediterranean to the
English Channel. Between 1485 and 1495 Ivan III of Moscow was already
employing military architects from Bologna and elsewhere to rebuild the
Kremlin as an enormous north Italian fortress erected in the heart of Russia.
Nowhere was the ascendancy of the north Italian merchant more remark-
able, and to have greater long-term consequences, than in the sphere of trading
and banking organisation. In a century when economic circumstances were
often less than propitious for sustained commercial success, in their different
ways the leading citizens of Venice, Genoa and Florence weathered a succes-
sion of crises by means of a sophisticated pratica della mercatura untivalled north
of the Alps. Above all, perhaps, north Italian businessmen found it possible to
combine extreme complexity of commercial techniques (a wide variety of
partnership contracts, the insurance of goods in transit, the use of monopo-
lies, the ubiquity of credit arrangements) with an approach to trading
sufficiently flexible and small scale to foster a genuinely entrepreneurial spirit.
To take only the most famous example, during Cosimo de’ Medici’s period of
political ascendancy (1434—64), the Medici bank in Florence became some-
thing of a central holding company with important subsidiary and almost
autonomous branches dispersed throughout much of Europe. The Florentine
mercantile companies accordingly pioneered the critical transition, fully visible
by the fifteenth century, whereby the money changers of the most commer-
cially active European towns developed into what amounted to directors of
private banks. Not surprisingly, even north Italian bankers sometimes failed to
cope satisfactorily with international exchange problems and the chronic, if
intermittent, bullion shortages of the period.'? Nevertheless, their financial

7 Stone (1955), pp. 208—10. ' Ashtor (1989), pp. 28—30.
1 Tlardi (1993), p. 513; cf. Eco (1986), pp. 64—5.
' Day (1987), pp. 1—54; De Roover (1948) and (1963), pp. 358—75; Munro (1972).

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Urban Europe 131

skills and their high degree of literacy ensured that in most respects they
remained the unquestionable financial elite of late medieval European urban
activity.

Certainly no citizens of fifteenth-century Christendom were more influen-
tial than these Italian merchants; and by 1500 they were settled in resident com-
munities within at least twenty towns outside Italy itself, ranging from southern
Germany (Augsburg, Ulm, Ravensburg, Nuremberg and Trent) and the
Iberian peninsula (Barcelona, Valencia, Seville and Lisbon) to the most impot-
tant commercial centres in north-west Europe (London, Paris, Rouen, Bruges
and Antwerp). In these and the other major urban centres north of the Alps at
the end of the century, patterns of urban development are usually much more
mystetrious than in Italy itself, still often impossible to explain, indeed, except in
highly localised terms. Perhaps the most interesting, and most neglected,
example of such uncertainties in Europe as a whole is provided by the obscur-
ity which still tends to shroud the history of the very large number of sub-
stantial cities in Spain and Portugal. By the fifteenth century there are grounds
for believing that over 15 per cent of the total population in the Iberian penin-
sula were town dwellers. Always a heavily urbanised region of Europe, the
gradual reconquest of southern Spain from the Moors (culminating in the sut-
render of Granada in 1492) was accompanied by increased urban and demo-
graphic expansion. By the end of the fifteenth century, trade through the
Iberian ports was almost exclusively in the hands of local merchants.
Admittedly, Catalonia’s previously important commercial relations with the
eastern Mediterranean diminished in the years after 1450, partly because of
fierce competition from the Genoese and partly because of periods of high
mortality and political conflict in Barcelona. The most prosperous city in
Aragon had accordingly now become Valencia, the site of a reborn silk indus-
try with close links to Granada. Much more significant for the future was dra-
matic urban expansion along the Atlantic littoral, where Seville, Cadiz and
Lisbon were already thriving ports before the great maritime discoveries of the
1490s. In 1503 Ferdinand V of Aragon had no difficulty in appreciating that
Seville, the site of the largest Gothic church in the world, was also ideally suited
to be the site of the Casa de Contratacién: no European city was to have
greater responsibility for the relations between the old and the new worlds.

More important for the fifteenth century, however, and long before the
Genoese Christopher Columbus returned to the Spanish court in March 1493
with news of his great discovery, was the comparatively sudden emergence of
long-established south German cities as the industrial giants of the European
continent. One of the less predictable triumphs of business acumen in fif-
teenth-century Europe, the famous trading companies of Augsburg,
Ravensburg and Nuremberg owed much of their success to their freedom
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from external intervention and even more to their proximity to the copper and
silver mines of Slovakia, Hungary, Bohemia and the Tyrol. Accordingly, the
metallurgical industries of Nuremberg in particular provided much of north-
ern Europe with such invaluable commodities as body armour and crossbows,
as compasses and hand mitrors.!? Like neatly all business partnerships of the
fifteenth century, the Great Company of Ravensburg (1380—1530), the
Stromer of Nuremberg (1340—1490) and the Welser and Fugger of Augsburg
traded in all the products for which a market existed. However, although their
economic horizons were vast, the fortunes and very survival of these south
German companies were dangerously dependent upon the continued exis-
tence of the urban family structures which had brought them into being. By
contrast, German urban craftsmen, fortunate no doubt to be so often the
inhabitants of imperial or ‘free’ cities, were even more fortunate in being able
to profit from a growing demand throughout northern Europe for the prod-
ucts of the latest technology. It was such craftsmen, for example, who did
more than their counterparts elsewhere to popularise the use of mechanical
clocks as these were adopted with such enthusiasm by cathedrals and
municipalities everywhere in the years before and after 1400."

Such technological skill was a less notable feature of the northern German
cities of the period; and, for that as well as more fundamental reasons,
throughout the fifteenth century many towns within the Hanseatic League
were hard put to maintain their cohesion and prosperity in a situation of grad-
ually diminishing returns. Naval and political pressures from south, west and
east gradually restricted the sphere of operations of north German merchants
themselves; and in 1478 Ivan III’s conquest of Novgorod (where in 1336 there
had been as many as 160 Hanseatic traders settled within the Peterhof)
deprived northern Europe of its most important outpost in the east."”
Howevet, itis a common error to write off the considerable economic power of
the Hanseatic League long before it had actually begun to disintegrate. The
diplomatic and naval reverses which they undoubtedly suffered often had the
effect of reviving cohesion among those sixty or so Wendish towns on the
southern Baltic coast which formed the core of the Hanseatic League. Despite
the latter’s notorious military and constitutional fragility (during the second
half of the fifteenth century the League’s general assembly or Hansetag only
met once every six ot seven years), from 1400 onwards it showed considerable
tenacity in fighting what perhaps only in retrospect seems a losing battle. By
means of an adroit combination of piracy on the one side and aggressive
diplomacy on the other, English attempts to penetrate the Baltic were usually

13 Ennen (1979), p. 183; Sprandel (1969).
4 Bautier (1971), pp- 225—6; Le Goff (1980), pp. 35—6, 45—9.
15 Dollinger (1970), pp. 294—5, 312.
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held in check; and as late as 1449 nearly half the fleet trading for saltin the Bay
of Bourgneuf was comprised of Hanseatic ships. Although never sizeable
cities by Italian standards, towards the close of the fifteenth century Liibeck
(always at the centre of the League’s operations), Bremen and Hamburg were
all benefiting from substantial immigration from the north German country-
side and had resident populations of over 20,000.'® Nevertheless, by the 1490s
when Ivan III confiscated the goods of all Germans resident at the Peterhof,
and Danzig was becoming an important port in its own right, the international
power of the merchant oligarchies who ruled the Hanseatic towns was already
in obvious decline.

By contrast, if there is any one development which did more than others to
alter the patterns of urban development in northern Europe during the late fif-
teenth century, the rapid growth and subsequent ascendancy of Dutch ship-
ping is perhaps the most neglected but most influential of all. Increasingly
more successful in handling the carrying trade across the North Sea than their
English rivals, by the end of the century cheaply built ships from Holland and
Zeeland dominated north Atlantic as well as Baltic waters. Although such
intensive maritime activity rapidly began to transform the nature of urban life
in the northern Netherlands, it did not necessarily create large new towns as
such. As late as 1498, the town of Leyden, which owed its fortunes almost
entitely to its woollen industty, was still much the largest town (14,240 inhabi-
tants) in the whole of Holland and Zeeland.!” Nevertheless, there is no doubt
at all that the fifteenth century witnessed the progressive urbanisation of the
northern Low Countries at the gradual expense of the once highly industrial-
ised cities of Flanders (Ghent, Ypres, Douai and Lille) and Artois (Saint-Omer
and Arras itself). Even Bruges, at the height of its influence as a commercial
and banking centre as well as an entrepot for the sale of luxury goods duting
the first decades of the century, was soon to lose its primacy to Antwerp.'® As
late as the 1470s, both the English economy and English visual culture, too,
were heavily dependent upon an extraordinary variety of expensive imports
from Bruges, ranging from alum and dyestuffs to devotional paintings and
highly accomplished illuminated manuscripts. During the next thirty years,
however, Antwerp was not only to replace but to overshadow Bruges as the
greatest international emporium northern Europe had yet seen.

The rise of Antwerp to great city status between the 1470s and the 1540s was
generally regarded by contemporaries as the most dramatic urban phenome-
non of their age. Quite how such a comparatively small Scheldt port, with a
population of not much more than 5,000 at the beginning of the fifteenth

1 Ennen (1979), p. 188; Du Boulay (1983), pp. 115, 164 7 Brand (1992), pp. 18—19.

'8 Van Houtte (1966).
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century, came to dominate the trading activities of all the important commet-
cial nations in Europe is not in fact quite as easy to explain as is often assumed.
As late as 1450, when the population of the town had risen to approximately
20,000, it would still have been impossible to predict its forthcoming economic
‘take-off” as the greatest urban community in the Netherlands. In retrospect,
however, it is clear that the burgesses of Antwerp were about to have both
political and geographical advantages on their side. The progressive silting of
the Zwin hindered maritime access to Bruges just at the time when the
Brugeois themselves made the major political mistake of antagonising their
ovetlords, the Valois dukes of Burgundy and their successor, the future
Emperor Maximilian. By contrast, the previous limitations of Antwerp’s posi-
tion as a port (it was — and is — some ninety kilometres from the open sea) wete
ameliorated by a natural improvement of navigational conditions along the
western Scheldt. It was for this reason above all that by 1500 the many neigh-
bouring ports on and around the Rhine estuary, Middelburg, Bergen-op-
Zoom, Veere and Arnemuiden, no longer offered a serious alternative to
Antwerp as the commercial metropolis of northern Europe. More decisive still
was the decision of the Portuguese royal factor to market the products of his
countrymen’s oceanic enterprises in Antwerp rather than Bruges. The first
consignment of pepper and other oriental goods reached Antwerp from
Lisbon in August 1501. By that date, moreover, Antwerp had already become
the preferred centre of commercial interchange for English, south German
and Portuguese merchants alike. To that extent, and despite its very consider-
able cloth and herring industries, the sudden prosperity of Antwerp was largely
the result of forces and initiatives outside its own control. Although not in fact
the ‘capitalistic’ or ‘proto-modern’ city so often eulogised by Henri Pirenne and
others, Antwerp none the less experienced a phenomenal expansion in the
years before and after 1500 which testifies to its ability to sponsor a new and
exhilarating stage in the concentration of international trade.'’

What the late Fernand Braudel once termed ‘une meilleure organisation des
activités urbaines’ is similarly evident, although on a much smaller scale, within
the kingdom of France as the latter began to recover from the disasters of the
Hundred Years War.?’ It may be doubted whether Louis XI’s exhortatory ‘dia-
logues’ with the merchants of his realm had any appreciable effect on the eco-
nomic fortunes of French provincial towns; but at least the closing years of the
fifteenth century were ones of considerable regional recovery, based on an
expanding rural market for the urban goods produced or sold in the scores of
small walled towns scattered throughout France. Above all, perhaps, this was

19 Van der Wee (1963); Sortor (1993).
2 Contamine et al. (1993), pp. 390—6; Chédeville ez al. (1980), pp. 45 5—71.
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the period when — atlong last — the ports of the French kingdom began to play
an appreciable role in European commerce. The growth of Marseilles, only
now beginning to adopt a major role in Mediterranean trade, together with the
increased prosperity of Bordeaux and Rouen, of Dieppe and Saint-Malo, all
pointed the way towards Francis I’s creation of the new royal port of Havre-
de-Grace (Le Havre) in 1516 and Jacques Cartier’s tentative foundation of a
New France across the Atlantic eighteen years later. On the other hand,
although most French provincial towns enhanced their role as administrative
and social centres during the closing decades of the fifteenth century, it has
been argued with some justice that the urban scene in France at the end of the
Middle Ages was fraught with lost opportunities. “The industrial revolution
apparently ready to occur by 1540 did not in fact take place.®! According to
their most learned historian, the development of the ‘bonnes villes’ of France
from the late fifteenth century onwatds is therefore essentially a case study in
the ‘trahisons des bourgeois’ when confronted with the centralising appetites
of a powerful state. As in England, where there were admittedly less valuable
prizes to be won, the leading members of French urban society came to be
increasingly preoccupied with the status that went with office under the crown
and preferred to invest the profits of urban trade and manufactures in landed
property. To that extent, the self-assured communities of townsmen who had
constituted the bonnes villes of late medieval France were perhaps already
divided against themselves and in a state of terminal decline. The bourgeois gen-
tilhomme was about to replace the simple bourgeois as the more influential figure
in the history of French art, culture and letters.

URBAN POLITICS AND SOCIETY: A CRISIS OF CONFIDENCE?

In the kingdom of France, about to become the greatest political power on the
continent, the ruling elites of the bonnes villes were therefore increasingly con-
scious that they were no longer in control of their own destinies. Whether or
not so bold, and melancholy, a thesis can be applied to western Europe as a
whole, it is certainly hard to deny that after 1500 few urban oligarchies any-
where enjoyed the high degree of autonomy and self-confidence so compat-
atively common among many of their predecessors during the previous two
centuries. Indeed, the political history of most fifteenth-century cities, as far as
it can be traced amidst their many individual vicissitudes, is probably best inter-
preted in terms of the rise and fall of such self-confidence. The latter was nat-
urally primarily determined less by the political initiatives of the citizens
themselves than by the varying degrees of indifference, neglect or acquisitive-

2l Chevalier (1982), pp. 151—71.
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ness displayed towards them by their lords and monatchs. As it happened, the
unique conjuncture — for half a century after the outbreak of the Great Schism
in 1378 — of a divided Papacy, a disintegrating German Rezch and a demoralised
French monarchy had provided many of the major cities of that period with an
opportunity for self-assertion they could hardly resist.”? Here and there,
however, as in Spain and much of northern Germany, urban liberties were
strictly subjugated to the will of the prince at a quite early date in the fifteenth
century. Within two generations of the enfeoffment of Frederick of
Hohenzollern as margrave of Brandenburg in 1417 he and his successors had
made a completely successful direct assault on the franchises of towns like
Berlin and Frankfurt/Oder.?* Not the least significant reason for the decline of
the authority of the Hanseatic League by 1500 was the exhausting struggle
forced upon so many north German towns by their local princes.

Elsewhere in fifteenth-century Europe, most notably in northern Italy and
Flanders, the attempts of dukes and princes to impose their authority upon
recalcitrant townsmen by armed force tended to be much more intermittent
and indeed protracted. It was accordingly often possible, not least in much of
Germany itself, for the citizens of many major towns to retain considerable
practical independence, sometimes even including the legal right to resist their
lotd (Widderstandsrecht). By the second half of the fifteenth century delegates
from such German towns also often played a leading role in the bewildering
variety of representative estates which had come to characterise the govern-
ment of so many principalities within the Reich. Given the urban patriciate’s
natural vested interest in reducing the miseries and economic dislocation
caused by war, these assemblies sometimes achieved quite remarkable political
successes. In 1492, for example, the estates of Wiirttemberg intervened to
reunite their duchy after a long period of fratricidal strife; and six years later
they carried through a political revolution by deposing their duke for his
alleged bad government. However, the limitations of German urban political
and military power, even when towns associated themselves with one another
in so-called leagues, were already becoming obvious by the end of the century.
Only under very special circumstances, as in the extreme case of the
town—country alliance against Habsburg oppression which eventually led to
the creation of a fully-fledged Swiss Confederation in the eatly sixteenth
century, was there any serious prospect that the towns of Bavaria, Swabia and
elsewhere would forget their rivalries sufficiently to attain a common objective.

If the burghers of late medieval German towns have often seemed — to
themselves and to posterity — more politically powerful than they actually were,
by contrast the citizens of the urban communes of fifteenth-century Italy still

2 Holmes (1990), pp- 4-6. 2> Carsten (1943).
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exercised greater influence outside their own walls than they sometimes sup-
posed. Thanks to a high degree of literacy and the prevalence of a so-called
‘notarial culture’, large numbers of the inhabitants of the bigger Italian city-
states were undoubtedly more ‘politicised’ than their counterparts elsewhere in
Europe. Such political awareness could only be enhanced by the frequency of
party divisions within the communities, by the existence of enduring political
and military tensions between cities and by the gradual long-term process
whereby in the years after 1400 nearly all the smaller city-states of northern
Italy fell victim to the territorial appetites of the house of Savoy, of the duchy
of Milan, of Genoa, of Florence and of the Republic of Venice. By the end of
the century the territorial expansion of these powers, in many ways the logical
extension of the Italian city’s traditional obsessive quest for an economically
adequate hinterland or contado, had extended the authority of Florence from
Pisa to Pistoia and from Volterra to Cortona. Much more spectacular were
Venetian acquisitions in the Lombard plain during the eighty years between
1404 and 1484: as these included cities as celebrated as Padua and Vicenza, as
Brescia and Bergamo, they inevitably did much to transform the greatest sea-
power of medieval Christendom into a land-based empire, too.?*

Although an Italian townsman’s loyalty to his own city usually remained —as
today — little jeopardised by this process of apparent political centralisation, it
was clear enough to contemporaries that supreme authority in northern Italy
was becoming concentrated in fewer and fewer hands. Such a development
seems equally apparent within the walls of most Italian cities themselves, espe-
cially in the case of the many late medieval communes which fell under the rule
or so-called tyranny of hereditary rulers who presented themselves (on more
of less dubious grounds) as defenders of their city against external aggression
and as custodians of civic peace. A dramatic but not too untypical an example
is the way in which Francesco Sforza, a condottiere general married to a bastard
daughter of the Visconti family, imposed his authority on most aspects of
public life at Milan after he became duke there in 1450. But it would be unwise
to exaggerate either the autocracy or even the aggressiveness of the late
medieval signoria. After Sforza and the Republic of Venice had come to terms at
the Peace of Lodi in 1454, relations between the various north Italian city-
states were normally conducted by means of energetic diplomacy rather than
by war. In many ways Machiavelli, Guicciardini and others were cotrrect to
interpret the period before the long-threatened French invasion in 1494 as a
golden age for political liberty in the Italian city. Genuinely radical popular
movements were admittedly less common than they had been in the decades
immediately before and after 1400; but the existence of a widely diffused civic

2 Law (1981), pp. 26-8; Luzzatto (1961b), pp. 150—5; Hay and Law (1989), pp. 47—74, 11219, 244—75.
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consciousness, the survival of substantial local franchises and the proximity of
a restless nobility continued to provide fifteenth-century Italian townsmen
with an endlessly volatile sense of political excitement unmatched elsewhere in
Europe.

Indeed, the emergence of a genuinely novel urban ideology, now usually
known as ‘civic humanism’, within the city of Florence at the beginning of the
century had been the outcome of exactly such political excitement. More pre-
cisely, and according to the most influential explanation of the origins of the
Florentine ‘renaissance’, the sudden rise of Giangaleazzo Visconti to mastery
ovet the whole of Lombardy during the 1380s not only confronted Tuscan
cities with the prospect of a massive military onslaught but allegedly made
several members of the Florentine ruling elite fear for the very survival of their
city. As a consequence, Coluccio Salutati (133 1—1406) and his exceptionally tal-
ented successors as chancellors of Florence responded by creating the most
ingenious urban propaganda yet produced in medieval Christendom. On the
basis of the highly dubious analogies which it was now possible to draw
between early fifteenth-century Florence and Republican Rome, it became rel-
atively easy to argue not only that republicanism was inherently superior to the
rule of one prince, but also that the Florentine constitution had inherited the
values and zirtir advocated so eloquently by Cicero. Not only did Salutati,
Leonardo Bruni and many other members of the Florentine intelligentsia extol
the moral virtues of republican liberty in Ciceronian terms but they went on,
by a logical progression, to advocate the fundamental importance of the via
activa rather than the contemplative ideal in private as well as public life. In the
wortds borrowed from Cicero himself which Vittorino da Feltre addressed to a
Camaldolese monk later in the century, ‘the whole glory of man lies in activ-
ity’.ZS

However, although the fifteenth-century Italian cities, and the ecatly
Florentine humanists in particular, were undoubtedly responsible for ‘this
enormous change in moral atttitudes’, so profound an ideological upheaval
rarely provided European towns with what one might call a coherent political
agenda. Even in Florence itself the emergence of such a programme during
the years before and after 1400 was as much the result of a unique and transient
conjuncture of social and intellectual forces within the internal life of the city
as of the fear of military aggression by the Visconti.? Sooner or later most
substantial cities of late medieval Europe, not least in Italy itself after the
French invasion of 1494, had to face the dangers of external intervention at
the hands of an ovet-attentive prince. In few of these cases can it be said that
the towns in question managed to develop a radical new urban ideology of

% Baron (1955); Cicero, De offiiis, 1, vi; Woodward (1897), p. 82.

% See, e.g,, Holmes (1969), p. 5 3.
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opposition on the Florentine or indeed any other model. The German towns
of the fifteenth century, for example, despite their considerable degree of
practical independence and a series of long-standing myths to the contrary,
‘Jived in a state of immense, defensive conservatism’.?” More trevealing still,
perhaps, the destructive impact of war and conquest on the city of Paris (under
English control from 1420 to 1436) completely failed to produce a sophisti-
cated literature of protest or complaint on the part of the so-called intellectual
headquarters of medieval Christendom.?® However well educated and cultur-
ally aware many fifteenth-century townsmen undoubtedly were, by 1500
Florentine ‘civic humanism’ would have seemed increasingly irrelevant to their
practical political objectives. At the end of the century Italian Renaissance
values had in any case already proved highly adaptable to the purposes of the
ptincely court: and by a final irony the most distinctive ideological movement
created within the orbit of the late medieval town had begun to subserve the
purposes of kings and nobles rather than town councils. Perhaps only Venice
continued to offer post-medieval Europe a significant memorial to the
grandiose urban political ambitions it had now lost.

If not a paradigm for the future, what the fifteenth-century town does
provide is the first serious opportunity in European history to probe the
depths of urban society itself. It is in the field of economic and social analysis,
despite the many intractable evidential problems which surround the subject,
that recent research has done most to transform the traditional picture of the
late medieval city. Not surprisingly, perhaps, the result has often been to make
it less rather than more easy to generalise about conditions of life in late
medieval towns than it was a generation ago. Some common denominators are,
however, already cleatly apparent, most obviously perhaps the extreme
inequality of wealth in the case of all urban populations for which reasonably
reliable statistics survive. Thus, according to the now famous Florentine castato
of 1427, the richest 1 pet cent of the population within Florence itself (abouta
hundred households) held over a quarter of the city’s wealth; and in the very
different town of Basle a few years later (1446), only 72 of 2,841 (or well under
3 per cent) of recorded heads of household were rich enough to be assessed
for taxation purposes at more than 2,500 gu/den”> Everywhere in western
Europe it seems clear that great differences in wealth did indeed undetlie the
rough and ready distinctions so often made by contemporary burgesses
between the bonbomes and the menus communes, or between the potentes and the

27 Du Boulay (1983), p. 159; cf. Rétig (1967), pp. 181—7.

% Compare, e.g., Journal d'un bonrgeois de Paris, 14051449 with Leonardo Bruni’s near contemporary
Historiarum Florentini populi libri X1I.

2 Miskimin e# al. (1977), p. 9; Miskimin (1975), pp. 149—55; Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber (1978); cf.
Schonberg (1879); Pounds (1994), pp. 277-8.
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popolani. However crude and inadequate this bi-partite categotisation of urban
society may now seem, it recurs so frequently in town archives from Liibeck to
Lucca and Bevetley to Bordeaux that it must often have been fundamental to
the way in which fifteenth-century townsmen visualised their own social status
and political power.*

Whether this perceived and persistent fracture within urban society neces-
sarily led to political antagonism and violence inside the walls of a city is,
however, a much more debatable matter. In some areas, notably Flanders and
northern Italy, endemic class conflict undoubtedly did persist for many
decades at a time, although it was generally less conspicuous in the late fif-
teenth century than it had been in the period of the Florentine Ciompi (1378)
ot the Parisian Maillotins (1382). Motreover, much of the evidence now avail-
able suggests that the ‘commons’ of many fifteenth-century towns, especially
in France, England and Germany, were usually content with the government
they received at the hands of their ruling elites. Although violence was always
liable to erupt over such familiar issues as excessive taxation and disputes
between craft guilds, most town councils were aware of the need to restore
harmony at times of social conflict by judicial and other means. Those councils
often found it more difficult, as does the modern historian, to form a precise
impression of the elusive residents within town walls who were not citizens at
all, often pauperised or near-pauperised immigrants commonly known as ‘for-
eigns’. Rately easy to identify except when they were guilty of violent crime or
blatant prostitution, these marginanx probably presented no more of a threat to
civic order than do the urban predators of modern New York. However, in
many large late medieval cities, as in fifteenth-century Paris, such destitute
immigrants did offer a genuinely alternative — but not necessarily revolutionary
— urban society, while testifying to the surprising strength of the more or less
completely unrecorded urban labour market.”! Only comparatively small and
well-regulated cities could hope to control that market and the sustained
immigration from the rural hinterland upon which it depended. But then, as
urban mortality can so often be shown to have exceeded that of the surround-
ing countryside, such immigration was nearly always to be welcomed despite
the uncertainties and insecurities it might bring in its train. To that extent, it
may well be argued that industrialisation was eventually to bring the European
town not ‘crisis’ but stability in its wake, introducing discipline to a previously
inherently unstable social order.

How far such instability was genuinely rationalised and ameliorated by the

3 Waley (1969), pp. 182—97; Cohn (1980); Maschke (1967); Rotz (1976); Hilton and Aston (1984),
pp. 138—41.

31 Geremek (1986) and (1987); Gurevich (1988), pp. 176—225; and for the many totally destitute inhabi-
tants of Tuscan towns in 1527, see Miskimin (1977), p. 11.
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innumerable craft and other guilds which proliferated throughout all fifteenth-
century towns remains one of the great unanswered — perhaps unanswerable —
questions of urban history. If anything, within a context of great complexity
and much regional variation, it seems most likely that the undoubted social and
convivial attractions of a craft fraternity to a town’s retailers and manufacturers
were not usually matched by any commensurate degree of independent eco-
nomic or political authority.’? Increasingly harnessed to the purposes of the
civic government as a whole, many guilds — like those of Bruges, Ghent and
Lille — transferred their emphasis from craftsmanship to the control of labour
and supplies. In any case, the influence which craft and other fraternities often
undoubtedly enjoyed tended not to weaken but to strengthen the centrality of
the concept and institution of the family within public as well as private life.
Admittedly more or less every feature of the fifteenth-century town family or
household is also controversial to a degree, not least its size. At Nuremberg in
1431, for example, there was an average of 5.3 members in each household ata
time when the equivalent figure for the city of Florence was only 3.8, rising,
however, to 4.89 in 1469, to 5.20 in 1480 and to no less than 5.66 in 1552.%
Although these and similar statistics are uncomfortably dependent upon the
reliability of tax figures and the definition of the household itself, they make it
clear enough that in many fifteenth-century towns the size of urban families
was in a state of endless flux as a result of changes in mortality rates and of the
average age at marriage. To complicate the burgess’s life-cycle further, much of
the surviving evidence suggests that many townsmen of adequate means were
first married at the age of approximately twenty-eight years to brides often a
decade or so younger, thus creating a characteristic age imbalance within the
structure of many urban families.>*

Not that the residents of fifteenth-century towns would have expected con-
sistency in such matters. They must certainly have been aware, for example,
that most major towns probably included within their ranks, as at Florence in
1427, the phenomenon of the so-called ‘two-tiered system of household’,
whereby the households of the richest inhabitants of the city were deliberately
expanded to cater for more distant members of the family clan or /Zgnage as well
as for numerous servants.”> Whether or not, as has been argued in the case of
Italy, fifteenth-century European towns were often dominated by young rather
than old men, it is now clear that their servants, too, played a much more

2 The limitations of guild power within many fifteenth-century towns emerges in different ways from
the recent studies of the subject by Black (1984), Swanson (1988) and S.A. Epstein (1991).
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important economic role in the support of their families and the urban
economy than has usually been recognized. So too did their wives, daughters
and (above all) their widows, especially during the acute petiods of labour
shortage that followed the plagues of the period. Not surprisingly, it was within
the traditional female occupations of washing, cleaning, brewing and baking
that women figure most prominently in urban records everywhere. The finan-
cial rewards of their industry were usually meagre; and when single women are
visible in taxation records at all, as in fifteenth-century Sweden, they tend to
appear at the bottom of the economic hierarchy. However, women naturally
contributed greatly to family solidarity and, above all, to that obsessive concern
with family survival which is the hall-mark of the richest members of all the
most fully developed cities of the period. Whether among the famiglia of
Tuscany, the alberghi (inns) of Genoa, the paraiges (‘equals’) of Metz, the
bankers of Bruges or the geschlechter (families) of Germany, urban rule in the
fifteenth century presents us with what was largely ‘an economy of cousins’.*®
When the Florentine merchant, Giovanni Rucellai, made his will in 1465, he
instructed his executors that his magnificent palace should always remain (as it
still is) the residence of his legitimate descendants. However, few wealthy citi-
zens of fifteenth-century Europe devoted absolutely all of their resources to
the welfare of their families, for they were equally well aware that their obliga-
tions to the Christian religion were certainly not to be denied. Even Giovanni
Rucellai himself commissioned the rebuilding of the upper part of the fagade
of Santa Maria Novella by Leone Battista Alberti (1456—70) at his own
expense.’’ Santa Maria Novella was — and is — the greatest Dominican church
in Tuscany, a perpetual memorial to the critical role still being played by the
mendicant orders in almost all major fifteenth-century towns. In northern Italy
itself that role has always been obvious, not least because the influence of the
friars on the Florentine laity was so critical in creating the intellectual ferment
within which radical new modes of thought had begun to appear by 1400.
Indeed, the great mendicant churches of the fifteenth century might some-
times do even more than cathedrals to suggest that cities were ‘holy enclaves
surrounded by a desacralised countryside”?® North of the Alps it is usually a
little less easy, partly no doubt because of inadequate evidence, to prove that
city religion had come to be organised ‘around the mendicant orders rather
than the parish church’** However, the remarkable size and popularity of such
now long demolished friars’ churches as the London Greyfriars and
Blackfriars, not to mention the fifteen friaries of Bruges, Ghent and Ypres,
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testify to the significant role still played by the mendicant orders in northern
urban religious life.

It seems even more certain that during the course of the fifteenth century
the parish churches of Christendom tended to become a much greater centre
of attraction to townsmen than had always been the case. During a period of
enhanced lay involvement in religious affairs, those churches could offer
parishioners and their families a highly flexible and accessible focus for public
display, religious devotion and personal commemoration. No doubt for that
reason ‘there is no period at which money was lavished so freely on English
parish churches as in the fifteenth century’.*’ That generalisation, made with
London, Bristol, York and Norwich specifically in mind, can safely be applied
to many town churches in Europe ranging from (to take only two spectacular
examples at random) the Marienkirche in Liibeck to the Igreza de Jesus at
Settbal in Portugal. As the site of the almost innumerable chantry chapels
founded by the wealthier members of the urban patriciate, many of these city
churches were not only a hive of diverse religious activity but were often highly
responsive to lay intervention. In particular, and as so many European towns
had become ‘over-churched’ by the fifteenth century, some exceptionally
wealthy merchants (like Richard Whittington) were now provided with an
opportunity to transform their modest local parish church into a chantry
college, in some ways a curious revival of the ecarly medieval esgenkirchen.
Elsewhere, as in the case of St Lorenz in Nuremberg, an exceptionally large
parish church might become a vast home of civic lay piety whose clergy were
directly responsible to the city council itself.*! Civic initiative in religious affairs
is even more evident in the foundation of so many hospitals and almshouses
throughout fifteenth-century Christendom; while most of the many confrater-
nities which came to honeycomb the towns of the period were equally gener-
ated by the aspirations and values of urban society as a whole.

Whatever the private religious fears and anxieties, no doubt extremely
varied, of the townsmen and townswomen of fifteenth-century Europe, there
can be little doubt that this increasing involvement in ecclesiastical concerns
gave them more rather than less self-assuredness in this wozrld. It could indeed
be argued that an increased confidence in ‘lay professionalism’, sometimes
regarded as the fourteenth century’s most important influence upon the
development of Florence and the other Italian city-states of the eatly
Renaissance, finally proved to be the greatest legacy of all major fifteenth-
century towns to the future of Europe after 1500.* This was a legacy within
which the learning of clerks, particularly the learning of university clerks,

" Thompson (1947), p. 128.
4 Abulafia ez al. (1992), pp. 3—22, 311—32; Du Boulay (1983), pp. 217-18.
42 Mundy (1989), pp. 815—18.
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played only a minor role; but a legacy in which the availability of notaries and
scriveners was absolutely crucial. Ironically enough, the practical education
received by late medieval townsmen and their wives is often the most mysteri-
ous thing about them; but that a vast extension of urban literacy underlies most
of the developments outlined above is clear enough. So, too, is the greater
degree of intellectual exhilaration experienced by the townsmen and towns-
women who enjoyed that literacy in Florence or Venice as compared to those,
in the Low Countries or northern France, whose grasp of written documents
came later and less securely.* All in all, the original invention and eatly dissemi-
nation of printing (from Johan Gutenberg at Mainz in 1456 to Aldus Manutius
at Venice before his death in 1515) therefore deserves its place as the most por-
tentous of all urban achievements in a century when urban achievements have
perhaps never been so varied and so impressive. The future history of the
printing press is symbolically appropriate, too, of the way in which fifteenth-
century cities were soon to lose control of their own initiatives. Christopher
Columbus of Genoa and Desiderius Erasmus, ‘Roterodamus’, are most cele-
brated for the successes they achieved far away from their native cities. By a
more fundamental paradox still, the Italian humanists who began by creating
the most explosive new urban ideology in European history eventually helped
to destroy that community of tastes and interests upon which a common civic
mentality must ultimately rest. After 1500, historians who seek to discover a
distinctively bourgeois culture within the continent of Europe will find that
objective even more elusive to achieve.

4 Murray (1986).
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CHAPTER 7

COMMERCE AND TRADE

Wendy Childs

THE fifteenth century is generally seen as one of economic contraction until
the late 1460s and then of expansion, although within it many short-term
fluctuations took place. The commercial structure was flexible under these
pressures: the trade network, tightly integrated, allowed specialisation; and the
sophisticated level of organisation allowed adaptation to the increased need
for cost-effectiveness in the early period, and to increased opportunities at the
end of the century.

ROUTES AND COMMODITIES

Trade took place at local, regional and international levels. Major international
sea routes ran through the Baltic to the North Sea, with an offshoot to Iceland.
The Hansard Kontors at Novgorod, Bergen, Bruges and London epitomise
this great trading area, although the Hansards were not the only ones to sail it.
Important routes ran along the Channel and Atlantic coasts, linking Bruges to
Iberia. The north was also directly linked to the Mediterranean by regular fleets
of Italian, Catalan and Basque vessels, and, later, by ships from England and the
Low Countries. Equally important routes ran the length of the Mediterranean
and into the Black Sea. Major land routes crossed Europe. The north was linked
to the Mediterranean through France along the Rhone valley to Marseilles or
over the western Alpine passes; through Germany, along the Rhine and over
the St Bernard or St Gotthard passes; or further east over the Brenner. Major
land routes also ran cast—west, with Prague as one of the major junctions.
Prague was linked to Bruges and Cologne via Frankfurt/Main, to Venice via
Regensburg or Vienna, and to the mouth of the Danube and the Black Sea via
Buda. A more northerly east—west route ran from Frankfurt/Main to Wroctaw,
and on via Lwéw to the Black Sea, its terminus gradually retreating westwards —
from Tana to the Crimea, and then to Belgorod (Akkerman) — as instability in
the area grew. Other changes took place in the Atlantic. The route to Iceland
grew busier and was dominated for a time by the English. More ships ventured
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to west Africa, to the Canaries, the Azores and Madeira. By the end of the
century routes were open to the Americas and round Africa to Asia, although,
as yet, they were commercially unimportant.

Besides major routes, many minor land, river and coastal routes existed,
appropriate to regional and local trade. The multiplicity of routes allowed met-
chants to bypass war-zones ot areas of increasing tolls, and to take advantage
of improved roads, bridges and passes. Almost all had a seamless relevance to
international trade, since along them flowed the produce, victuals and raw
materials which sustained that trade directly, or which fed the people and
industries of towns which organised and produced for it.

Luxury goods circulating on international routes were only the tip of the
commercial iceberg, Semi-luxuries such as wine, raw materials such as alum,
dyes, wool, iron, tin and copper, and necessities such as grain, timber, fish, salt
and beer were carried in international as well as regional and local trade.
Commodities were drawn from Europe, Asia and Africa, and to this extent fif-
teenth-century Europe was already a ‘wotld economy’, the epitome of which
(until its replacement by Antwerp) was Bruges, where Baltic furs, Icelandic
stockfish, English cloth, Polish grain, Iberian wine, Florentine silk and Indian
spices could be purchased. But through many major towns, from Lisbon to
Cracow, a wide selection of internationally produced goods flowed on into
smaller provincial towns.

Merchants matched commodities to their markets: Italians bought English
cloth differently for Tunis or Egypt, and Toulouse merchants ordered specific
English reds for their customers. Producers responded to changing demands,
as when fustian weaving spread in southern Germany, and developed new
industries to satisfy those with surplus cash; two instances being the use of
bronze for cannon, which stimulated the armaments trade, and the develop-
ment of printing, which led to a speculative book trade. The desire of both
merchants and producers to maintain profits in difficult times stimulated
cheaper production through specialisation or increased use of new technology
(the spinning wheel and blast furnace).

TRANSPORT

Transport, already well organised, regular and dependent on professional carri-
ers, was steadily improved. On land better bridges, causeways and tunnels were
constantly being built (in 1480 gunpowder was used to improve roads in the
Tyrol), while at sea merchants looked for cheaper, faster, safer vessels, and
improved port facilities (stone quays, cranes).

On land much was carried by pack animals and some by horse- and ox-carts,
the largest of which could carry a ton in weight. Road surfaces were rough, and

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Commerce and trade 149

difficult in winter, but adequate for large amounts of goods to pass. Speed was
governed as much by the stamina of men and animals as by the state of the
roads. Over long distances land transport was more expensive than sea trans-
portt, but the relationship depended on the commodities, and the perceived
risks at sea. In the late fourteenth century a Flemish correspondent wrote that
dearer cloth could stand land costs to Italy while the cheaper could not; and in
the mid-fifteenth century English wool sent overland to Venice was competi-
tive with that sent in galleys.

Insofar as ships were easily adaptable to most cargoes, and commercial ship-
ping was impressed for naval actions, it could be said that medieval ships were
unspecialised, but this does not mean that all ships were much the same. In the
Mediterranean the two extremes of oared galleys and round sailing ships were
employed commerecially, and elsewhere there was great variety of type and size.
Galleys were effective war-ships, but expensive cargo ships: oars made them
more manoeuvrable and added safety and speed, but large numbers of rowers
increased costs and cut hold capacity. Commercially, therefore, they worked
most profitably on routes with expensive light cargoes, as in the Levant and
Black Sea, but still needed state subsidy. In Venice galleys of up to 250 tons
burden were built by the state and their operation auctioned annually to met-
chants; they were also protected through extra tariffs not only on English wool
brought overland, but also on cotton carried on competing sailing ships from
Syria. The other extreme was to be found in Genoa, whose interests included
bulk cargoes, notably alum. At first alum had been shipped from Asia Minor to
Flanders on galleys, but soon cheaper sailing ships were used, which allowed
other bulk goods — wines, olive oils and dtied fruits — to be shipped northwards
relatively cheaply. In the fifteenth century Genoa ran some of the largest
sailing ships known to the medieval wotld, the ‘carracks’ which reached 8oo to
1,000 tons burden. The essential difference between galleys and carracks is
illustrated by Florence’s new mid-fifteenth-century fleet. To obtain steady sup-
plies of wool for its cloth industry, Florence chose the reliability of galleys, but
without Levantine cargoes to finance the outward voyage these proved
unprofitable. Elsewhere most sea-going vessels were sailing ships, varying in
size, hull shape, hull structure, number of masts and rigging. Hansards ran
large cogs to carry grain; ships in the Low Countries tended to be small and
flatter-bottomed for access to shallow ports; and Iberians developed the
caravel. A development common to Atlantic and Mediterranean nations was
the three-masted fully rigged ship.

Shipping was a capitalised and professional enterprise. At one extreme,
small ships were owned by one man, who might also be the master, but at the
other were multiple ship-owners. The best known of these in England was
William Canyngs of Bristol. In the 1470s he was said to own nine major vessels
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ranging from 140 to 9oo tons and a ship’s ‘galyot’ of 5o tons, to have 8oo men
working for him on his ships, and a further roo as workmen, carpenters and
masons. He was not alone; others in Bristol, Dartmouth or London owned
several ships, either outright or in shares. Shares (which could be bought, sold,
bequeathed and accumulated) were common and could be held as an invest-
ment by laymen and women who had no other interest in the sea. To maintain
profits, owners ran ships all year round and tried to limit time in port by speci-
fying loading times for those who chartered ships.

Fifteenth-century navigation skills were good. Ocean sailing was regular to
Iceland, Madeira, the Azores and Canaries, and open-sea sailing within the
Baltic and Mediterranean. Seamen used a boxed ship’s compass, line and hout-
glass, and sounding lead. Professional pilots were available. Portolan charts
were used by Mediterranean sailors, but northern sailors preferred written sea-
books or rutters (routiers) which provided the information about tides, currents
and soundings necessary in northern seas.

MERCANTILE ORGANISATION

Mercantile organisation was sophisticated enough to cope with geographically
extended businesses of widely varying sizes, and, like shipowning, must be
reckoned a capitalist activity: sleeping partners could invest spare capital, and
one man could employ scores.

The Italians are known for using the most advanced company organisation
and business techniques of their time. Initially developed to cope with exten-
sive businesses and high risks in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, tech-
niques were constantly refined. Companies could be formally set up with a
fixed number of partners and fixed capital, for fixed periods, and for pre-
arranged interest rates and profit-sharing schemes. Overseas branches wete
run by junior partners or salaried employees. Money was moved internationally
by letters of exchange, and at home local deposit banks made it possible to pay
workers by the equivalent of a cheque system. Double-entry book keeping
spread, and premium insurance was introduced. The greatest company of the
century (although smaller than the Peruzzi company in the fourteenth century)
was the Medici company, with a staff of nearly sixty at its eight banking
branches.! Its foundet, Giovanni di Bicci de’” Medici, had run a prudent
banking and wool shop business, with several Italian branches and one in
Geneva. In 1420 his sons Cosimo and Lorenzo (who died in 1440) took ovet.
They opened a second wool shop and a silk shop. Branches were opened in
Bruges, Pisa, London and Avignon, and in the sixteen years between 1435 and

! De Roover (1963), pp- 72, 95-
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1451 profits amounted to 290,791 flotins.? Active and shrewd in both politics
and business, Cosimo had expanded the company far beyond his father’s ambi-
tions. After his death in 1464, the business gradually declined, and in 1494 it
was nearly bankrupt. It is noteworthy that the company’s fastest rise came in
what are reckoned the most difficult economic years of the century.

Not all Italian companies ran at this level. Many were modest businesses
with few overseas branches. Not were the techniques exclusive to Italians — the
Catalans also developed a sophisticated banking organisation, and English,
French and German merchants used letters of exchange. German and English
merchants were also capable of sophisticated commercial co-operation, as is
shown by the large group of northern German towns known as the Hanse and
the English Staple Company. Of the four great Hansard overseas centres
(kontors), three (Novgorod, Bergen and the London Steelyard) developed
closed areas where merchants and factors had to reside. In the case of Bergen
the organisation was particulatly strict, to supervise large numbers of young
men who were sent to learn business. In the fourth (Bruges), they lived scat-
tered in the town, but were still strongly awate of their group identity. In Venice
the Fondaco dei Tedeschi was a similatly enclosed environment, but there it
was for all Germans not just Hansards, and was promoted by Venice in order to
supervise German activity and limit competition in the Mediterranean. The
co-operation of the northern Hanse towns extended to regular meetings,
usually at Liibeck, to co-ordinate economic policy. This might entail political
and military action, from embargoes to war, to protect trade. However, as the
Hanse grew it became less cohesive. The interests of Cologne, trading south-
wards up the Rhine, differed markedly from those of Liibeck with its excep-
tionally strong interest in Scandinavia, which in turn differed from those of
Danzig, which found that English trade best complemented its own eastern
interests. In strained economic circumstances, the differences often showed.

The English Staple Company illustrates a different sort of trade organisa-
tion. At the beginning of the century the Staple ran along lines of a regulated
company, passing ordinances to maintain high prices. Reorganisation after the
partition legislation of 1429 turned it into something closer to a joint-stock
company, in that it was agreed that a merchant’s wool was graded and pooled
with other wool of the same grade, and when all had been sold, so each mez-
chant received his share of the proceeds. Associated bullion restrictions and
political repercussions unfortunately hindered wool sales, and smaller met-
chants were driven out of business, unable to wait as long as the great mer-
chants for returns on their exports. Regulations were, therefore, relaxed in the

2 Giovanni had made profits of 151,820 florins in the twenty-three years to 1420; his sons made profits
of 186,383 florins in the next fifteen years (De Roover (1963), pp. 47, 55, 70)-
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1440s, again allowing merchants to make their own deals, provided these com-
plied with the company’s minimum prices.

Trade within these co-operative groups was normally carried out through
family firms of father and son, or one or two brothers, or through small
partnerships normally set up for a single venture. Such businessmen were
familiar with single-entry accounts, insurance, credit transactions. The English
Grocers, for instance, did little inward trade and used letters of exchange to
draft money home from sales in the Low Countries. Northern merchants were
as aware as Italians of the need for up-to-date commercial news, and the letters
of the Veckinchusens and of the Celys show constant discussion of trade
conditions and political news. While their paperwork was less sophisticated
than the most advanced Italian practices, it was adequate to run businesses in
several places through servants and agents. They operated on a scale compar-
able to many lesser Italian partnerships, and used Italian bankers if necessary.

The Veckinchusen business illustrates the possibilities for medium-sized
Hansard firms. The brothers Sivert and Hildebrand began in Reval, and bene-
fited from family connections in the Hanse towns of Dorpat, Riga, Litbeck and
Cologne, as well as in Bruges and Ghent. They moved westwards, and in the
1390s both were in Bruges. Sivert eventually settled in Liibeck, while
Hildebrand, who also became a citizen of Liibeck, remained in Bruges. He
sometimes travelled, but normally directed trade from Bruges, much of it on
credit. The Veckinchusens primarily dealt in northern areas — along the Baltic
coast, in Flanders, Frankfurt/Main and Cologne — but in 1407, with a capital of
5,000 marks, they also set up a “Venice Society’ to supply their northern markets.

The letters of the Cely family reveal similar business practices, although
their geographical reach was smaller. Richard, his three sons and their cousin
moved regularly between London and Calais, and visited Bruges, Bergen-op-
Zoom and Antwerp. They similarly dealt for credit, and were familiar with
transferring money by letter of exchange. They also branched out in a small
way, buying their own ship and entering the Bordeaux wine trade. They were
comfortably off and had interests similar to that of the country gentry from
whom they bought their wool. Other English merchants ran businesses
stretching to Danzig, Bruges, Iceland, Bordeaux and Iberia through factors
and agents; some even sent their own wool to the Mediterranean through
Ttalian factors.

Southern Germany, which offered extensive opportunities as Italian links
grew with eastern Europe, also provides examples of large German companies
in the Great Regensburg company and the Fugger company. The latter origi-
nated in the fustian industry of Augsburg, and developed in trade, finance and
mining under a group of able brothers, especially Jacob Fugger. The firm col-
lected papal taxes and lent to the Habsburg dukes and the Hungarian king,
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Their loans were secuted on silver and copper mines, which were made pro-
ductive by further Fugger investment in new technology. They opened
branches in Italy, the Low Countries, Germany, Silesia, Poland and Livonia and
rose to immense wealth in the expansion of the early sixteenth century.
However, the most spectacular personal rise in the fifteenth century was
undoubtedly that of Jacques Coeur in France. Starting as a prosperous fur
dealer in Bourges in the 1420s, in thirty years he built a widespread business
and financial empire. He plunged into international trade in 1432 by buying two
galleys and moving into the high-risk but profitable Levantine trade. He leased
mines, and bought a paper mill. He owned property in Montpellier, Marseilles,
Bourges and in the country. He was ennobled in 1440, and his loans helped the
French king defeat the English in Normandy. Coeut’s crash in 1451 was for
political reasons (too fast a rise bred resentment), not commercial or financial
ineptitude, and his fortune was alleged to be 1 million gold crowns (the equiva-
lent of over £ 200,000 stetling at that time). As with Cosimo de’ Medici, Coeut’s
fastest period of expansion came in what is reckoned the worst of the reces-
sion, but whereas Cosimo showed prudence and steady growth, Coeur appears
to show exhilarating energy in seizing every opportunity offered, whatever the
risk. Obviously, both styles could succeed even in difficult times.

INFRASTRUCTURE

Coeur’s rise was extraordinary in that it occurred not only at a time usually seen
as one of recession, but also in a country said to have been most hard hit by
war. Yet what it illustrates is the essential soundness of the traditional
European commercial structure. Merchants worked in well-known markets
which, with energy, skill, foresight and a modicum of luck, could be harnessed
to success. All large towns now had permanent wholesale and retail outlets. Sea
and land transport operated all the year round, although certain commercial
rhythms remained for seasonal goods such as wine, fish or wool clips. Fairs
were less important than they had been in the thirteenth century, but survived
alongside the permanent markets, giving opportunities to meet a number of
customers and suppliers together, to see a broad supply of goods and to clear
debts. The English wool Staplers regularly used the four main fairs in the Low
Countries: the Easter and winter (‘cold mart’) fairs at Bergen-op-Zoom and the
Whitsun (Sinxen) and autumn (Bammis) fairs in Antwerp. Major fairs, such as
those at Frankfurt and Geneva, also developed at major junctions on the routes
between the advanced west and expanding east. Fairs were worth manipulat-
ing, and Louis XI vigorously promoted Lyons as an alternative to Geneva,
prompting the Medicis to move their branch from Geneva to Lyons by 1466.
As Louis’s action shows, governments were keen to encourage trade, which
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they saw as a lever in diplomacy and, above all, as a soutce of revenue. The
basic purpose of government was seen in the Middle Ages to be the provision
of peace and internal order. Success in this alone benefited merchants, but the
increasingly centralised governments of the late Middle Ages went further, and
offered specific commercial protection through legislation and effective law
courts. Not all government action was protective to all merchants.
Governments might favour one interest or group above another, sometimes
with formal charters of privileges, and consequently some of their actions
were seen by some merchants as government interference. Not all mercantile
legislation, therefore, was scrupulously observed. However, extra taxes and the
manipulation of trade were, for many merchants, reasonably balanced by
stability and the protection of courts.

Regular trade, backed by political stability, allowed commercial specialisa-
tion. The specialisation of shipping, based on the transport of particular
goods, has been noted above. The specialisation of commodities was also an
integral part of the European economy. Areas specialised because of natural
resources, or because of human decisions to manipulate their environment.
Thus around Bordeaux and in the Rhone valley vines were grown to the detri-
ment of grain. Woad was grown in large quantities in Toulouse and provided a
further profitable enterprise to merchants from Burgos, who shipped it along-
side Biscay iron and the Mesta’s wool, to become some of the richest met-
chants in Castile. Livestock specialisation included the activity of the Spanish
Mesta, whose transhumance routes were protected by royal charters. Cereal
specialisation is evident in the trade from eastern Europe, while in Madeira
planters chose to turn from cereals to sugar, substantially undermining the
former Mediterranean trade.” Human choice also developed industrial centres,
whether of Flemish woollens, Augsburg fustian, Hainault linen or Florentine
silk.

Widespread use of credit and the transfer of money by letter of exchange
have already been noted. Reliable markets and transport allowed the develop-
ment of banking, based on exchange. Lending for certain gain was prohibited
by the Church, but lending in one currency and being paid in another always
carried a certain element of risk and thus fell outside the Church’s prohibition.
Certain money markets were so predictable that the risk was small, and lending
through letters of exchange (real and fictitious) became a regular part of busi-
ness. It allowed companies like the Medici to become international bankers as
well as commodity traders. Specie was still used in insecure markets (which
included Russia as far as the Hansards were concerned), for final accounting,
or where trade was in chronic imbalance (notably the Levant). Barter was also

> Rau and Macedo (1962), p. 14.
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used in some peripheral markets, such as Iceland, or at times of shortage and
glut.

MERCHANT STATUS AND WEALTH

Merchants might become very wealthy, but their status remained ambivalent.
The Church taught that they could not avoid sin. Breach of contract (and
therefore of oath), lying, cheating, avarice and adultery seemed inevitable por-
tions of mercantile life, but deathbed penitence and restitution, and good
works during life, might help. The aristocracy with wealth based in land and
rents tended to look down on merchants, and even in Italian cities there was a
recognition of an older nobility, conscious of having its origins in land and
rents, and a newer one, based wholly on trade. None the less, mobility
occurred: in England the de la Poles, dukes of Suffolk, had quite recent met-
cantile origins; lesser landed families might send younger sons to make their
fortunes in commerce; and all over Europe merchants reached positions of
influence in politics and courts. Although imprudent or unlucky merchants
could fail, in the fifteenth century, as before, the appellation ‘merchant’ nor-
mally called forth an image of comfortable wealth and dignity.

Many merchants had surplus wealth for conspicuous consumption. Some
became patrons of the arts and have left us more permanent signs of their
passing than records of rich tables and wardrobes. Some focused on church
memorials, among which William Canyngs’s chantry in St Mary Redcliffe,
Bristol, and the memorials of the Castro and Maluenda families in Burgos still
testify to their taste and wealth. As in previous centuries, others contributed to
major secular buildings: the wealth of London’s fifteenth-century merchants
provided a spacious guildhall, although one not so grand, perhaps, as those of
the great towns of the Low Countries. Others poured their money into private
palaces. Jacques Coeur’s magnificent house in Bourges, built in the 1450s with
an eye to family comfort, was ornate with sculptures inside and out. At about
the same time Cosimo de’ Medici, a great book-collector and patron of artists,
was building his new palace in Florence. Outwardly austere, the palace must
have been spectacular inside, as Cosimo commissioned work for it from
Benozzo Gozzoli, Paolo Uccello, Donatello, and Rogier van der Weyden. After
his death, the family continued its patronage, and in 1467 commissioned Hans
Memling in Bruges to paint a Last Judgement to be sent to Florence. Below this
level, merchants” houses of comfortable size survive in towns all over Europe.

DYNAMICS OF THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

Already it will be clear that the commercial world of the fifteenth century was
far from static. In each section above there is mention of change —notallin the
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same direction, and not all at the same pace. Much change would be expected
over a century, as new competitors challenged old centres, as new styles
appeared and as specific circumstances encouraged or hindered trade in partic-
ular places. However, historians also perceive general pressures on the
economy, common to many areas, producing contraction in the eatly century
and allowing expansion at the end. The evidence is both patchy and difficult to
interpret, and, not surprisingly, the scale, duration and even the existence of
the contraction have provoked much debate. Some historians have seen the
contraction as severe and long enough to be called depression; a few already
identify expansion after the severe problems of the late fourteenth century;
but many prefer the more neutral term ‘contraction’, pointing to major
differences in response, which make an overall picture of decline and malaise
inappropriate. Much of eastern Europe, although economically less advanced
than the west, was unaffected by contraction, and continued to expand
throughout the century, and in the west, whenever immediate disasters
receded, the economy began to recover, indicating resilience and a sound infra-
structure. Some sectors of the economy and some areas did well, but whether
they made up for decline elsewhere is often impossible to say. English cloth
exports are an excellent example of expansion. They rose from 40,000 cloths a
year at the beginning of the century to neatly 60,000 cloths a year in the 1440s
and, after a slump to about 35,000 (still far higher than in mid-fourteenth
century) in the 1450s, returned to 60,000 before the end of the century. In 1380
cloths sold in Toulouse were 8o per cent Flemish and Brabantine; in 1430 they
were 8o per cent English. But, while English cloth output rose, English wool
exports and the volume of Flemish cloth declined. An area of quick recovery
or adjustment appears to be northern Italy, where Milan developed a major
arms industry, Genoa advanced in western Mediterranean trade and Venice
increased her share of Levantine trade. Certain junctions of trade routes con-
tinued to prosper because the remaining trade was concentrated in them
(Venice, Bruges); others, especially in Germany, developed as trade increased
between west and east (Frankfurt/Main, Augsburg, Nuremberg).

If there was a general contraction in western Europe, what caused it? While
there is not yet a consensus on their precise effects, three problems are identi-
fied, which affected all Europe to some extent. How a locality responded
depended on its resources and infrastructure, and on the conjunction of the
problems in that area. Although it has been said that every expansion carries
within it the seeds of its own destruction through saturation or exhaustion, the
problems identified ate to a large extent ‘external’ — demographic changes,
bullion shortages and warfare.

Trade responded broadly to fluctuations in population. Population, and thus
demand and production, were low at the beginning of the century.
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Demographic decline had probably begun in the eatly fourteenth century, and
was accelerated by plague after 1348. The great epidemics wete over by 1400
but many towns continued to expetience small outbreaks: Barcelona eleven
times between 1396 and 1437; Paris eight times during the years 1414—39.
Towns repaired numbers by immigration, encouraging a drift from country to
town, and from marginal to better lands, leaving areas underpopulated. In
many regions of western Europe the population declined by one third to one
half, in some cases even more, and remained low. Inevitably such a decline in
consumers and producers meant a contraction of demand and production
and, thus, in the volume of trade, especially in necessities. However, low grain
prices, normally indicating agricultural recession, are sometimes overestimated
as an indicator of more general economic recession in this century. It is true
that great agricultural producers who had relied on grain profits suffered, and
that lesser men who now enlarged their tenancies or obtained them for the first
time did so in a time when they could not benefit from rising prices. Yet, for
those who had had nothing before, to be self-sufficient in food or to have a
surplus, however small, released energy for extra earning and increased oppozr-
tunities for spending. Moreover, landholders at all levels could move out of
cereals to more profitable crops, shifting to livestock or market gardening near
towns, ot to cash crops, such as woad, madder or flax. Cabbages, garlic and
onions became a steady import to England from the Low Countties; cattle
were driven to Hamburg from Ribe in Denmark; in Spain the Mesta’s flocks
rose to 2.7 million sheep in 1467. While turning its own land to more profitable
crops, western Europe could still enjoy cheap grain from eastern Europe.
Thus, while the total volume of agricultural production and trade fell in the
west, its value fell much less. Evidence concerning the textile trade is similatly
complex. International ‘mass’ markets for cheap woollens exported from the
Low Countries southwards in the thirteenth century disappeared in the four-
teenth, and did not reappear in the early fifteenth. The lost volume was prob-
ably not made up by increased production elsewhere, but the increasing
concentration on expensive woollen cloth in Flanders and Florence, and
increasing amounts of fustian, linen, silk and velvet, meant that the value of
the textile trade had similarly fallen far less than its volume, and in some regions
might be greater. Moreover, an increasing demand for luxuries of all sorts,
whether furs from Russia, paintings and tapestries from Flanders, silks, glass or
jewellery from Italy, is clear in most of Europe.

Evidence of declining volume has, therefore, to be set against changing pat-
terns of trade, and the precise effect of declining population provokes consid-
erable differences of view between historians. Some emphasise the drop in the
volume of trade, others the adaptability of the economy, although the two
views are not incompatible. The emphasis tends to reflect the areas studied.
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Historians of northern Europe and especially of England recognise the
growth of conspicuous consumption and the luxury industries, but tend to
emphasise a rising standard of living through higher wages and larger rural ten-
ancies, and the continued widespread although moderate prosperity of mer-
chants. In southern Europe, on the other hand, emphasis is placed on the high
demand for luxuries and the increasing gap between rich and poor. This possi-
bly reflects the more utban economy where urban oligarchies also more
effectively controlled wages, and possibly also a poorer peasantry produced by
the crop-sharing structure of the southern countryside.

The second problem, bullion shortage, although never ignored, was paid
less attention a generation ago when the debate focused on the effects of
population changes. Recently its impact has been better appreciated, and the
worst shortage has been placed in the late 1450s and 1460s. Silver was lost
through general wear and tear* and accidental loss. Some was taken out of
circulation by hoarding, either as prudent saving or by keeping silver as plate, a
practice likely to increase in a period of luxurious living. Fear, often the result
of war, encouraged further hoarding, particularly if coinage was debased. Such
hoarding contributed to yet further shortages of specie. Bullion also flowed
eastwards, for northern furs and above all for eastern spices and luxuries.
Eastern imports were increasingly offset by the export of manufactured goods,
and of supplies such as olive oil and even dyes which had once come from the
Levant, but the trade never balanced. While Europe’s supply of silver was
abundant this did not greatly matter, but when silver production declined at the
turn of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the outflow eastwards began to
tell. Gold was an inappropriate substitute in local trade, although it might be
substituted in the Levant trade if the gold—silver ratio was attractive.” Credit
could only substitute for temporary shortages, since long-term tight money
inevitably led to tight credit and higher interest rates. These rose about 2 per
cent, and while 12 per cent on commercial loans was not particularly high, it
was considerably higher than a century before,® and enough to help dampen
demand. The bullion shortage was not uniform, depending on local resources
and the flow of trade. England and Venice managed to keep stable currencies
despite some problems. English fears of shortages were expressed in legisla-
tion against credit in international trade, and in the contemporary literary crit-
icism of Venetian credit dealings in England,” but trade was sufficiently well
balanced to tide the countty over. Venice too had problems but, since much of
the bullion sent to the Levant flowed through it, the shortage was partially
hidden. Venice also benefited from modest supplies of silver from neighbour-

4 Estimated as about 2.5 per cent a decade (Spufford (1988), p. 345 and note).

Spufford (1988), p. 354. ¢ Spufford (1988), pp. 347-8.
Libelle (written 14306), lines 396—455.
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ing Bosnia and Serbia until the Turkish conquests there. Yet even in Venice in
1464 it was reported that the city was temporarily without silver coinage which
had all been sent to Syria. A similatly acute crisis hit Valencia in 1451 when it
was reported that two galleys could find no buyers whatsoever for their
cargoes. Elsewhere shortages and war led to debasement. This caused less
immediate damage to merchants than to those dependent on fixed rents for
income. Unless merchants found themselves straddling a new debasement
with an imbalance of letters of exchange or credit transactions, their gains
eventually balanced losses — exports became more competitive, and consumers
paid the higher import prices. None the less, although the intensity varied,
bullion shortages wete a substantial problem, especially in the 1450s and 1460s,
and undoubtedly helped slow demand and undermine metcantile confidence.
In the end shortages brought their own relief by encouraging prospecting and
improved technology, and from the 1460s silver began to flow from new mines
in Saxony and the Tyrol, and from reworked mines at Kutnd Hora and Goslar.
War was the third major problem, but was intermittent and geographically
patchy in its full effect. It had always haunted merchants. While some benefited
from army victualling, the iron trade and armaments industries, most suffered,
either directly from market closures, or indirectly from disrupted routes,
impressed ships, increased piracy and brigandage, increased taxation and cut-
rency manipulations. In the fifteenth century states were better organised,
better able to raise money and men and, thus, to wage war on a larger scale. Yet
they could not control the forces they unleashed, and ‘free companies’ opet-
ated, especially in France and northern Italy. All over western Europe mer-
chants had to cope with disrupted markets in the last stages of the Hundred
Years War between England and France, whose kings allied variously with
Portugal, Castile, Burgundy (whose duke inherited Flanders, then Brabant,
Holland and Zeeland) and Genoa. Atits end, England temporarily suffered by
losing her semi-tied markets in Gascony, but the rest of France benefited from
the cessation of war and its inevitable effects on French soil. Further south,
rivalries between the Italian city-states led to almost continuous war. Venetian
expansion on the mainland brought compulsory war loans between 1431 and
1441 estimated to have taken 28 per cent per annum of the assessed wealth of
her citizens. Taxes recirculated through wages and payments for supplies, loans
were eventually repaid or drew interest, but both hampered trade. In the north
tensions between England and the Hanse led to the English seizure in 1449 of
about sixty Hansard ships in the Channel, and to open war in 1468—72, a war
which also exposed internal Hansard dissension when Cologne refused to
follow Libeck’s lead. The Hussite wars disrupted Bohemian trade, and, further
east, the expansion of the Ottoman Turks, to whom Constantinople fell in
1453, substantially disrupted Black Sea and Levant routes. Even there, trade did
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not cease, but risks and costs increased. Venice withstood these best, and
ended the century as the dominant European power in the east, carrying
perhaps two-thirds of Europe’s Levantine trade, compared with one third at
the beginning of the century.

It is not surprising that there are differences of opinion on the carly fif-
teenth-century economy. It was complex, with many vatiables but few statis-
tics, and the three general problems varied in intensity according to area and
time. The population decline, which did not affect the east, was at its worst early
in the century; the bullion shortage was most severe in mid-century, and war
was intermittent. There is more agreement about the expansion which began
sometime after mid-century, allowing western and eastern Europe to expand in
tandem for the rest of the century. The exact date of the change might be
rather fruitlessly debated, since, again, local circumstances slowed or speeded
recovery, but by the late 1460s and 1470s the silver shortage had passed and in
most areas the population was showing signs of growth. Bullion and popula-
tion expansion together drove expansion. English cloth exports, having
reached 6o,000 cloths a year again in 1497-8, rose to 90,000 in 1507—8.
Bordeaux, which had seen only 162 ships loading wine in 1448—9, received 310
in 1481, and 587 in 1509. Other fields of expansion included the new printing
industry and book trade, the busy Baltic trade where the Qresund tolls show
795 ships to have passed in 1497, and 1,222 in 1503, and the ever-expanding
exploration of west Africa and the Atlantic Islands, culminating in the 1490s in
the discovery of America and the sea route to Asia. Even in expansion, some
lost as others won. The Hansards lost control of Baltic and Scandinavian trade
to increased Dutch and English competition, although trade through Hansard
towns expanded; Bruges finally lost to Antwerp; the provincial towns of
England lost to London; and the wealthy merchants of Burgos would soon
lose to Seville. With hindsight we can see the opening of sea routes to America
and Asia as symbols of a new era, with the commercial centre of gravity
moving inexorably westwards towards the development of a truly ‘world
economy’. Yet the sea-going and mercantile skills which produced this new era
were those already familiar, honed and refined during both the difficult early
and the prosperous later years of the fifteenth century.
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CHAPTER 8

WAR

Christopher Allmand

‘WHAT a gratifying activity war is, for many ate the splendid things heard and
seen in the course of it, and many are the lessons to be learned from it Such
was the chivalric language, used by Jean de Buelil, author of Le Jouvencel, in the
mid-fifteenth century, to describe the feelings of those who participated in mil-
itary activity.! War, however, was more than an opportunity for physical excite-
ment or the chance to win reputation through deeds worthy of being recorded
for the benefit of others. War was widely regarded as a way of securing peace
and justice: ‘he who desires peace, let him prepare for wat’,> Vegetius had
written in the late fourth century, an approach echoed by Jean de Bueil when he
wrote that ‘when war is fought in a good cause, then it is fought for justice and
the defence of right™ which might be legal, feudal, dynastic, in most cases ‘his-
toric’ in some sense of that word. War was a last resort, a final, legitimate means
of securing and maintaining justice. By the same token, victory was viewed as a
sign from Heaven: God attributed victory to those whose cause was just.

Yet not all wars were waged in the name of justice as they often were in the
kingdoms of northern Europe. Conflicts in northern Italy arose out of the
need of city-states to protect their contadi, or surrounding districts, from which
came men, foodstuffs and raw materials, and upon which local prosperity and
survival depended; others were intended to defend or further commercial
interests through the control of vital geophysical features such as ports and
rivers; others still pitted men of ambition against those determined to deny
them power. Thus Florence stood up against what was presented, in human-
istic language, as the tyranny of Visconti Milan; later, it was in rivalry with Pisa
over access to the sea down the river Arno; while its war against Lucca in 1429
was justified as achieving the security of the city and the soutces of its wealth.
I “‘Cest joyeuse chose que la guerre; on y voit beaucoup de bonnes choses, et y apprent moult de bien’

(Bueil, Jouvencel, 11, p. 20).

2 ‘Qui desiderat pacem, praeparet bellam’ (Epitoma rei militaris, bk 111, Preface).
* ‘Quant elle est en bonne querelle, C’est justice, c’est deffendre droicture’ (Bueil, Jouvencel, 11, p. 20).
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In the north-east of the peninsula the territorial ambitions of Venice broughtit
into conflict with others as it extended its dominion on to the mainland (zer-
raferma), while it also sought to defend its commercial interests as these were
threatened in the Adriatic Sea. The very nature of north Italian society, centred
as it was upon manufacture, commerce and trade which needed extending and
defending, dictated the purpose of war both within the peninsula and on the
waters surrounding it. Lacking, as they did, the central authority of the great
monarchies, the states of Italy all too readily resorted to war as a means of
achieving their ambitions or protecting their interests.

Differences between religious and social systems lay behind wars fought
mainly at the extremities of Europe. In the south-east, in what was regarded as
both a holy war and an opportunity for territorial conquest, the Turkish army
triumphed at Varna (1444) and again at Kosovo (1448), thus helping to keep
the crusading light alive. The swearing of the Oath of the Pheasant at the
Burgundian court at Lille in 1454, only a year after the fall of Constantinople,
represented the enthusiasm for crusading still to be found in a number of
European courts. Yet in practice it was only in the south-west that the war
against Islam was successfully waged by the Spanish monatchs, who com-
pleted the reconquest of the kingdom of Granada from the Moots in 1492. As
significant for the future, however, was the socio-religious conflict, with its
strong nationalist overtones, which dominated the history of Bohemia duting
the first half of the century, a war in which the authority of the Church and
what was seen as a threat of German domination were challenged by the
Hussites who, seeking to create a new social order, engaged themselves in the
most important ‘people’s’ war of the period.

The nature of war was undoubtedly changing over much of Europe,
although neither at a uniform pace nor in a uniform way. In terms of impact
upon the future, the most decisive development was the move towards central-
isation of military organisation and command which was to be achieved in
many parts of BEurope. In both England and France the long war between the
two countries had already helped to bring about developments which were to
be continued in the fifteenth century. The replacement of the feudal force by
the paid army, symbolised by the indenture or contract, was by now almost
complete.* Those acting on behalf of the crown could discipline armies, while
they also ensured, through the regular muster, that numbers and acceptable
standards of equipment were maintained.’

It was not only in the monarchies of northern Europe that the move

4 For indentures, see Jones and Walker, ‘Private indentures’. There were still feudal elements in the
Hungarian army in 1459 (Borosy (1982)) and in the Burgundian army a few years later (Vaughan

(1973), pp. 218-19).  ° Rowe (1931).
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towards centralisation, along with the development of institutions needed to
achieve this, was carried out. The war fought on the mainland by Venice was to
encourage such developments. The chain of command from the senate to the
army was reorganised. The problem of how to establish and maintain a
working link between the civil government and the captains (often mercen-
aries) was resolved by the appointment of provveditoriwho, as go-betweens with
considerable experience behind them, were in an excellent position to interpret
the ideas and wishes of one party to the other, while at the same time ensuring
that the army remained subservient to the will of its Venetian paymasters. The
growing reputation of Venetian arms at this period also owed much to the
system of control which the long-serving collaterali exercised over both the per-
sonnel of the army and important aspects of military life, such as provisioning,
without which no army could be successful.®

The marked tendency towards centralisation was to be found almost every-
where. In Burgundy a series of military ordinances published by Duke Charles
between 1468 and 1473 stamped the ducal authority upon the personnel,
organisation and command structure of the army. At a ceremony which may
have inspired a similar one in Milan, captains appointed a year eatlier surren-
dered their batons and their personal copies of the duke’s military ordinances.
As for the soldiers themselves, they were subject to exercises and drill carried
out regularly with the intention of achieving a higher and more effective stan-
dard in the use of arms.” In Hungary, after King Sigismund had failed to
impose change, Janos Hunyadi and, after him, Matyas Corvinus built up armies
which wete the product of conscious reform, and which were intended to act
(as were the castles constituting the system of border defence along the river
Danube against the Turks) under royal control.® Here as, for example, in the
kingdom of Naples, it was the active personal role played by the kings them-
selves which bound the various elements of the army together and made them
actas one.”

Centralisation of military structures is one theme. Another is the establish-
ment of permanent armies in many states during these years. The lead in this
development was again taken by Venice which, in the eatly part of the century,
set up a permanent force to be further developed in the succeeding generation.
Continuity of development and organisation led to men being retained for
periods which became longer and longer, while emphasis placed upon training
and practice led to the creation of a national infantry. When, in 1454, the Peace

¢ Mallett and Hale (1984), pp. 102—13.

7 Vaughan (1973), pp. 204—10, and (1975), pp. 127-8. As Vegetius had written: ‘qui victoriam cupit,
milites inbuat diligenter’: ‘he who wants victory, let him train soldiers diligently’ (Eptoma rei militaris,
bk 111, Preface). 8 Held (1977); Razs6 (1982); Fiigedi (1982); Engel (1982).

? Ryder (1976), pp. 284~5.
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of Lodi inaugurated a petiod of relative order in Italy, the size of armies could
have been reduced; yet the notion of the permanent force was accepted and
continued to operate in Italy even in time of relative tranquillity. The defeat at
the hands of the French in the 1490s was due less to lack of military capability
than to lack of political cohesion and effective structures born out of alliances
between states which did not yet trust one another.

In contrast to England, whose attempts to create a ‘professional and
bureaucratically controlled army’ were as yet largely unsuccessful,'” France set
up an institutional and royal army between 1445 and 1450 based on the accept-
ance of a number of essential developments. In its origins this army (the coz-
pagnies d’ordonnance), which consisted largely of mounted units, was drawn from
men hand picked for their suitability; they were to be regulatly paid and
inspected; and those so chosen wete to recognise the authority of the king,
who alone had the right to recruit them, thereby rendering all other forces
illegal. In 1448, a fresh impetus was given to the infantry when the so-called
francs archers were established, each parish (later, every fifty households)
contributing one man who, undertaking to train regularly and to make himself
available when summoned, earned certain fiscal privileges. Following tradition,
leadership was still largely in the hands of men of noble background. None the
less, those who were not could still hope to make a career in the army, winning
promotion on the way. Not surptisingly, some who served in the king’s new
army chose to have that service in this very professional corps recorded on
their tombstones. Even in death, it was something to be proud of."!

Venice and France were not alone in having permanent armies. Their
example influenced other parts of Italy, most notably the duchy of Milan, to a
lesser extent the kingdom of Naples, to follow suit, and their existence was in
practice sanctioned by the Peace of Lodi. Under Duke Charles, who saw
himself as a second Julius Caesar, Burgundy was to develop an army of which,
after 1471, the troops ‘of the ordinance’ (de /ordonnance) were to form the
permanent core.'? In Hungary, the efforts of Hunyadi and Corvinus created an
army which was a mixture of the traditional and the new;!? while in Spain the
war against Granada in the closing decade of the century led to a series of
reforms (somewhat allied to the French model) which gave the monarchy
greater authority over the raising and control of forces and laid the founda-
tions of the country’s permanent army.'*

At the centre of these changes was the soldier himself. What was his place in
the newly developing view of armies? How, indeed, was the army regarded by
those who did not belong to it? Traditionally, the soldier was feared and mis-

10 Curry (1979). ' See Contamine (1964), p. 227, and (1972), plates 8, 9, 11 and 13.

12 Vaughan (1973), ch. 6, and (1975), pp. 126-8. 13 Engel (1982); Razs6 (1982).
14 MacKay (1977), pp- 144—51; Ladero Quesada (1964); Stewart (1969).
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trusted. He represented violence, so most preferred to have little to do with
him. Could he be relied upon to fight when crises arose? Desertion, in particu-
lar by the mercenary of foreign origin, was not uncommon. In the Neapolitan
kingdom securities in cash or land might be demanded from outsiders serving
in the army; while in Venice a captain who deserted risked having a painted
image of himself hung, upside down, on the wall of a public building."® In
France, serious attempts had already been made in the previous century to give
the soldier a better public image by presenting him as a servant of the king
whose interests were those of a society at peace with itself.'® In the fifteenth
century the effort to do this continued. To be in the service of the crown was to
be in the service of the public good, payment in coin (the peccune publique) being
recognition of that service. Public service was regarded as both an honour and
a responsibility for the good of others.

Yet, in spite of this, the tendency towards permanent armies did not meet
with universal approval. While Robert Blondel saw the growth of such a force
as a way of securing the defence of France against all its enemies, Jean Juvénal
des Ursins considered the best way to counter the moral and physical dangers
which soldiers presented to society was to put them to work on the task which
they were best at: making war on others. To Thomas Basin, the army consti-
tuted a double tyranny: it was hugely expensive, and it was a threat to liberty.
Why not, he suggested, go back to the old days when the defence of the
kingdom had been in the hands of the nobility? That the soldier, widely
regarded as the cause of disturbance, danger and destruction, should be the
guardian of the public good was too paradoxical to win general acceptance.
The reaction to change was mixed.!”

A natural outcome of the growth of permanent armies was the extension,
almost as a formality, of the length of service demanded by states such as
Venice of those who served them.!® In France, and not least in Brittany, the
men who served for years brought a certain stability to the army.!” They could
also hope to aspire to positions of responsibility within it, a hope based on
another change which, already widely debated in the previous century, was
becoming a reality in the fifteenth: the advancement of men who, owing more
to experience than to birth, were coming to be appreciated increasingly for the
contribution which they could make to military success. The aristocratic view
of wart as a moment of individual opportunity was giving way to another: the
fate of every state, large or small, depended upon the collective effort of those
who fought on its behalf. The imperative to win, indeed to sutrvive, was now

15 On desertion, see Newhall (1940), pp. 150—4; Heymann (1955), p. 496 (10); Borosy (1982), p. 65;
Mallett and Hale (1984), pp. 122—3. 16- Allmand (1991).

17 Solon (1972); Contamine (1992), pp. 205—8. 18 Mallett (1973), p. 131.

9 Jones (1985), p. 153.
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taking ovet. The requirement to avoid the collective consequences of defeat
thus led to societies choosing both soldiers and, in particular, leaders from
among those who had good practical experience of war.*’

Between the ‘old-style’ military hero (of Jean Froissart) and the ‘new style’
professional soldier (of Philippe de Commynes) lay the contracted mercenary
leader, or condottiere, a familiar figure in Italian history (above all) since the thir-
teenth century. Here was the man who supplied the states of the peninsula
with the leadership and the forces (in particular the specialist forces demanded
by the times) which they could not always provide themselves. He and his men,
who might be not only Italian but German, French, English or Spanish, were
frequently the object of a love—hate relationship between themselves and their
employers, since mercenaries, for all their skills, were often regarded as unreli-
able and cruel. Yet, in all this, the mercenary leader remained something of a
star who attracted soldiers into his service and with whom states negotiated in
the hope that he would defend their interests, although he faced risks if he were
seen as acting against those of his employers. Francesco Bussone, son of a
shepherd who rose to become count of Carmagnola, was executed by an
assertive Venetian state for not obeying orders, dallying with the enemy and
failing to ‘deliver’ results. Yet, for every Bussone there were others who
advanced both their employers’ interests and their own cateers, and had their
prowess recognised in different ways: titles and lands to enjoy in their lifetimes,
state funerals after their deaths, in a few cases memorials such as statues in
public places as evidence of their individuality put to good use in the service of
the state which had employed them.”! Such monuments often cartied more
than a hint of chivalric tradition, a chivalry which persisted in glorifying the
individual who made his skills available to political masters in return for
recognition and reward.

The fifteenth century was to witness a number of advances in the way that
war was fought. For more than a century the general trend had been towards
the growth in importance of the footsoldier. The ever-rising costs of war, in
particular those involving the warhorse and the increasingly sophisticated
armour needed to protect both him and his rider, were having a considerable
effect upon the traditional constitution of armies. By the mid-fourteenth
century (to go back no further) the cavalry was already suffering at the hands of
massed archers who, at a distance of some 200 metres, could have a deadly
effect upon it. Yet the day of the warhorse and his rider was far from over. In
the favourable physical conditions of south-east Europe, they constituted the
central arm of both Turkish and Hungarian armies. Further west, cavalry
formed an essential part in the ‘re-formed’ French and Burgundian armies of

20 Allmand (1988), pp. 67—73. 2! Mallett and Hale (1984), pp. 191-8.
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the third quarter of the fifteenth century, continuing to play an important role
both in battle and in the pursuit of those fleeing from the field.?> The merce-
nary captains engaged by the states of the Italian peninsula were normally
leaders of largely cavalry forces. The same leaders were usually represented
mounted on powerful warhorses: the sections of Paolo Uccello’s The Battle of
San Romano (probably painted in mid-century) show a scene dominated by
horses and their heavily armed riders. As for light cavalry, it was much in evi-
dence in Spain,* while the stradiots employed in Italy were the most highly
regarded in Europe. Those in the employ of Venice, who came from the far
Adriatic coastlands and Greece, were armed with the short lance and bow, but
their versatility enabled them to carry either the crossbow or, in due time, the
handgun. What these troops lost in weight they more than made up in mobility.
Constituting a relatively cheap force easily controlled by the Venetian
administration, they were welcomed for their skill in countering the Turks in
Dalmatia, Morea and Friuli; while their contribution to Venice’s war against
Ferrara in 1482 was only the first of their appearances in Italy in the conflicts of
the years to come.?*

Yet the trend in favour of the footsoldier continued. The Swiss army fought
on foot, its pike squares famous all over Europe, its services employed by
France, Burgundy and Venice, to name but three. The discipline of Swiss
pikemen in the face of cavalry, as shown at Grandson in March 1476, will have
erased all doubts regarding the future decisive role of heavy infantry.” The
squares numbered some 7,000 men who stood in line about 100 metres long,
some eighty to ninety men abreast, about seventy ranks deep. In the front ranks
were pikes, behind them halberds with which the shocked cavaltry troops wete
hooked off their horses. No mounted soldier had a chance against such
numbers of pointed steel weapons which could, and did, move in highly disci-
plined formation, as at Marignano in September, 1515. Yet it was also at
Marignano (on the following day) that the great Swiss weakness, the high
vulnerability of dense formations (until that time a source of great strength) to
firearms, showed itself when the French artillery made a devastating impres-
sion upon the ranks of the redoubtable squares.

Elsewhere, too, the footsoldier left his mark upon the art of war. According
to Commynes, the Burgundian practice of knights dismounting in ordet to
fight with the archers was learnt from the English whose archers still had a
considerable reputation in the late fifteenth century.® In Bohemia, the
characteristic style of making war, developed by Jan Zizka, was associated with
the use of wagenburgen, mobile wagon fortresses made of carts intended pri-

2 Vale (1981), pp. 127-8. 2 MacKay (1977), p- 149; Macdonald (1948), pp. 36—4o0.
2 Mallettand Hale (1984), pp- 47,73 2> Hale (1957),p. 263. % Commynes, Mémoires, 1, . 23.
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matily as units of defence against cavalry, but which, tank-like, could be used
aggressively to dislodge and drive back the enemy, as Zizka himself demon-
strated at Kutna Hora in December, 1421. As the archer, the wagenburg (soon to
be imitated by Hungarian peasants) and the pike square all showed, there were
different ways of countering the awesome effectiveness of heavy cavalry.”’

Zizka’s forces also made good use of hand-held gunpowder weapons,
already employed by Burgundian armies in the early years of the century. The
hand culverin, which fired lead shot and used expensive gunpowder, was used
by English armies in France by the 1430s.® Fitted with wooden stocks and used
with a stand or tripod, it could be used with effect in defensive situations (fired
from castle battlements, for instance): likewise it was employed in attack (at
sieges, for example) as many defenders found to their cost. In its origins, the
handgun was in rivalry with the crossbow, a weapon still susceptible to techni-
cal development such as the greatly increased power given it by being made
entirely of steel. While crossbowmen still existed, there was no reason why
their weapon should be superseded by the handgun. Although the army of
Alfonso of Naples included more crossbowmen than handgunners,” the use
of the gun on an increasing scale, both by the Burgundians in the reign of
Chatles the Bold and by the Swiss, is well attested by contemporary evidence,
archival, literary and artistic. In 1490, the dependence of Venice on handgun-
ners from Germany was recognised and a training programme initiated.*’ It
did not do to lag behind others in such vital matters, in particular when the
matchlock was about to help create something like a modern firearm.

Of greater immediate influence was the development of siege and field
artillery. Developed for siege warfare in the second half of the fourteenth
century, it was in the following century that the firearm (manufactured in many
sizes) came into its own as a major influence upon the outcome of war. It was
not, however, to be a constant development throughout Europe. Although used
by Venice in the eatly years of the century, it was not until mid-century that
artillery came to be employed by the republic in any serious way; much the same
was true of the kingdom of Naples. In northern Europe, however, the situation
developed differently. Urban communities (which could afford cannon) might
have their own artillery, in particular for defensive purposes. This was the case in
Germany, in the Low Countties and in France by the eatly years of the century.
The war involving England, France and Burgundy, fought largely in the north
and north-east of France, advanced considerably the use of heavy artillery in
that part of Europe. From the time of the siege of Harfleur (1415) onwards,

2 On Zizka, see Heymann (1955), pp. 295—6, 450—3; for a pictotial representation of a Hussite wagen-
burg, see Heymann (1955), pl. 3. For the immediate and longer-term influence of these wars in
Germany, see Heymann (1955), p. 452; on Hungary, see Held (1982), p. 87.

2 Vale (1976),p- 134. 2 Ryder (1976),p. 282.  3* Mallett and Hale (1984), p. 79.
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English policy was to capture towns and military strongholds; much the same
could be said of Burgundian war policy in the years both before and after that
date. The use of both bombards, or heavy cannon, and a variety of smaller
cannon which, fired horizontally from short range and aimed at the lower third
of a wall, did much damage to stone defences, was an innovation developed,
above all, in France. In Ireland, by contrast, where very different conditions pre-
vailed, firearms did not appear until the closing years of the century.’!

The first half of the century was a time of experimentation in the use of
heavy artillery. Only over a period of some years were the true proportions of
sulphur, charcoal and saltpetre developed for maximum effectiveness; only
slowly were the problems of how to transport heavy artillery (first on four-
wheeled carts pulled by large teams of horses or oxen, and then slung between
two wheels, or, best of all, by water) resolved.*? The ability to vary the angle of
fire and, consequently, the range of an artillery piece was to be encouraged by
the development of the trunnion; while the effectiveness of that fire was made
all the greater by the use of iron, rather than stone or marble, cannon balls of
uniform size produced from about the 1430s onwards. The first half of the
century was thus an important period in the development of the effective use
of cannon. Only in the second half, once initial problems had been overcome
and the usefulness of artillery had been proved on the battlefields of Formigny
(1450) and Castillon (1453), did it find favour in almost all patrts of Europe. By
the third quarter of the century, the special value of the new, lighter weapon on
campaign having become fully apparent, most states had their artillery trains
under the control of centrally appointed masters of the ordnance. In France,
the special importance attributed to artillery may be recognised in the continu-
ity of membership of its associated personnel, some of whom enjoyed careers
lasting twenty years in the royal service. Furthermore, the crown emphasised
the importance of the arm by establishing a monopoly in the provision of salt-
petre and by spending large sums to provide the royal army with the cannon it
required. Not surprisingly, it was the French artillery, the best in Europe, which
most impressed Italians when the invasion of 1494 took place. By then,
however, they had already begun to develop the architectural response to
artillery, the angle bastion, which not only weakened the effect of a bombard-
ment but enabled the defender to use his defences as a platform from which to
counter attack. The traditional balance in favour of the besieged, threatened by
advances in artillery technology which had overtaken those available to
defenders, was, to some extent, being restored.”

31 Eltis (1989); Salamagne (1993). On the rather different way of making war in Ireland, see Simms
(1975)-

32 Contamine (1964), pp. 252, 256; Mallett (1981), p. 270; Sommé (1986); Vale (1976), p. Go.

* Hale (1965a); Vale (1982), pp. 188—90.
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By the fifteenth century war at sea was beginning to assume genuine military
significance, and the need to have ready access to vessels of ecither transporta-
tion or war was helping to shape diplomacy and influence the relationship
between states. Building ships was expensive, and not all states needed to
provide themselves with even a basic permanent naval force; the dukes of
Burgundy and the kings of Naples were not alone in seeking to further their
own war aims by sanctioning privateering by those who had a material interest
in such activity. Overall, the century was to witness developments in naval
warfare, and (in the Baltic, for instance) in the use made of ships built specif-
ically for war.* The relief of the English garrison in Harfleur by a naval force
which broke a blockade of the town by both land and sea (1416) demonstrated
the importance of the naval arm, as did the use of ships in the dispute between
Holland and the Hanseatic League (1438—41) which witnessed the technique of
blocking the Baltic in what was a real trade war.”® In this context the use made
of rivers is also significant. These were coming to be recognised for what they
were, cheap and often convenient methods of securing inland transport for
men, provisions and heavy siege engines such as cannon. Access from the sea
up the river Seine to Rouen made the siege of the Norman capital by the
English (1418—19) easier and more likely to succeed; both the Turks and their
Christian opponents used galleys on the lower Danube; while the Venetians,
who controlled the mouths of both the Po and the Adige, and had ready access
to shipyatds, used river fleets, which included oared vessels as well as galleons
(galleys with an upper-deck on which artillery could be placed and soldiers
carried) on the main rivers of Lombardy.*® Their significance lay not only in
their considerable contribution to the state’s military achievement; it undet-
lined the fact that in certain states the organisation of the naval arm was now
being more centrally controlled as part of a wider war effort. Alfonso of
Naples had recognised the need for this; in Spain and England the long-term
services of naval captains were retained through annuities paid by the crown.”’
At opposite ends of Europe, the spending of money on naval forces by James
IV of Scotland and the sultans Mehemmed II and Bayazid was a reflection that
the importance of the sea in both war and peace was now becoming widely
recognised.

The war aims of states could be furthered not only by direct conflict but also
through negotiation and diplomacy, now increasingly appreciated as important
adjuncts of war. In northern Europe the outlines of diplomatic procedure had

3* See Richmond (1964), (1967) and (1971); Rose (1982); Mallett (1994), pp. 554—7; Contamine (1992),
ch. 12; Paviot (1995). ¥ See below, pp. 684, 693.

% Allmand (1992b), pp. 230—1; Mallett and Hale (1984), pp. 96—100.

37 Ryder (1976), ch. 9; MacKay (1977), p. 150; Allmand (1992b), p. 227.

3% See below, pp. 519, 829.
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been developed, particularly by the English, since the late thirteenth century.*’
Yet, in this century, it was in Italy that the most progress would be made. Long
accustomed to fierce rivalries between states and to wars waged in defence of
material interests, Italy, as it searched for peace, turned to maintaining a balance
between those states. Not surprisingly, it was in that part of Europe, where
there was the greatest need to set up effective links with neighbouring powets,
to establish and maintain alliances, and to be well informed about the eco-
nomic plans and intentions of others, that the first resident ambassadors (or
spies, as some saw them) wete to be found.*’ Likewise, it was with the aim of
maintaining a balance in a competitive world which lacked a dominant authot-
ity that leagues, such as that created at Lodi in 1454, came into existence, their
aim being to deter aggression through the threat of the exercise of collective
power. The establishment of peace in 1454 brought relative stability to the
peninsula during the next forty years, an achievement which led to such leagues
becoming part of the European-wide diplomatic scene well on into the six-
teenth century.

The rising cost of war fought in the interest of individual states led to the
assumption of its expenses by those states. By 1450, a good warhorse could
cost a French man-at-arms the equivalent of six months’ wages or more, and a
set of good plate armour what it would take him three months to earn;*! not
surprisingly, therefore, the expenses of war had to be met increasingly from the
public purse. The provision of heavy artillery, the need to strengthen existing
fortifications to counter the new weapon, not to speak of the growing require-
ments of naval forces, all underlined this point. War was now a huge drag on
the prosperity of any community. Right across Europe, in the Ottoman state,
in the Empire, as in the Iberian kingdoms, new taxes were raised to sustain the
activities of war. Yet in Florence, where new levies had to be imposed in the
1420s, the state’s revenue in the first half of the fifteenth century amounted to
only about a third of what was required in time of war; the ten-year conflict
between Spain and Granada probably cost the Spanish treasury something
over half its annual revenue; while even in peacetime, at the very beginning of
the sixteenth century, Venice was spending about a fifth of its wealth on the
permanent army. Costs dictated both tactics and the use of particular troops.
In favourable conditions the use of heavy cavalry could bring quick results, as
did the tactics employed by the Swiss squares. These were ‘high-risk’ tactics of
direct confrontation; the less well-off approached war more cautiously. The
avoidance of the pitched battle in favour of the skirmish and pillaging, and the

¥ Cuttino (1985). " Queller (1967); Mallett (1981).
4 Vale (1981), p. 126, and (1982), p. 178, citing Contamine (1972), pp. 658—63.
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manoeuvre which left the enemy morally and financially exhausted, often paid
off, and so appealed to the less prosperous.*?

War helped to stimulate the development of economies associated with it, in
particular the provision of armaments and the materials which went into their
making. Yew, much of it grown in Portugal, was used for bows, while oak was
needed for shipbuilding. Large quantities of wood were required to feed the
furnaces for the smelting of iron, much of which came from Spain and the
southern Netherlands, used in the foundries where guns and cannons of all
sizes were made. Such foundties were normally found in towns, the work of
designing and making artillery pieces often being undertaken by men of other,
associated skills such as clock making, which needed expetience in the precise
working of metals. Arms manufacturers came to the aid of towns, such as
Malines and Tournai, whose traditional cloth trade was in decline.** Granted its
otigins, it is no coincidence that the development of the use of artillery for
defensive purposes should have originated in towns, nor that the hegemony of
the dukes of Burgundy over one of Europe’s most densely urbanised areas
should have been achieved at the end of a gun barrel. The high cost of individ-
ual artillery pieces led to cannon becoming the active instrument of state
centralisation which, once achieved, would also be defended with the same
army.

The century witnessed a significant development in the literature related to
both the theory and the practice of war, which was much indebted to a tradi-
tion going back to classical times.* Far and away the most famous of those
inherited from the past was Vegetius’ De re militari, probably compiled in the
late fourth century, whose influence would still be felt for some centuries to
come. Freely ‘modernised’ in vernacular translations of the late thirteenth,
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, its appeal lay not in the support it might give
to the personal virtues traditionally associated with the fighting man but rather
in its rationalisation of war and its presentation of general principles which
could lead to success. In a sense complementing the work of Vegetius, the
Stratagemata of the first-century Roman writer, Frontinus, offered practical
wisdom gleaned largely from the writings of ancient historians. This work was
translated into French in 1439 (not long before military reforms were enacted
by the French crown), and was published in a printed version first in 1487 and
again in 1494 (on the second occasion with Vegetius, Aelian and others).* The
mixture of the philosophical and the practical taught that victory depended on
‘discipline’, a term which could be interpreted as meaning a sense of ‘team-
work’ within the army; a readiness and ability to exploit opportunities both on
42 Ryder (1976), p. 282. On the different attitudes of Italians and French to fighting, see Clough (1995),

Pp- 193—4- 4 Gaier (1973). # Vale (1981), ch. 1.
4 See bibliography, su#b Vegetius and Frontinus.
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and off the battlefield, and, on the part of commanders, a willingness to learn
from experience. All had this in common: they could be achieved by training.
Bérault Stuart, who was to write his 77aité sur l'art de la gnerre in the first years of
the sixteenth century, would underline the vital contribution of this practical
characteristic to a successful outcome in war.*¢

When reporting the events of war at the end of the fourteenth century,
Froissart had devoted much attention to individual faifs d’armes; a hundred years
later Commynes could almost ignore them. The intervening years had wit-
nessed many changes in both attitudes to war and the manner of fighting it.
Luigi da Porto (‘a hundred against a hundred’), Baldassare Castiglione and
others might prefer open combat and the chances it gave for personal valour to
be seen and commented on.*” Cannon might be given names (as many were)
and be treated (with some care) as individuals,*® rather as some of the machines
depicted in Roberto Valturio’s De re militar (written in mid-century and printed
in Verona in 1472) were given animal characteristics as if to stress their
individuality.*” Yet neither took account of fundamental changes overtaking
the waging of war, principally the constrictions being placed on the role of
each soldier to act as an individual. However ingenious, neither the machines
found in Valturio’s work, nor those seen in the Bellifortis of Conrad Kyeser,
written eatlier in the century,”® had much of a future before them; while that
most chivalric and loyal of Frenchmen and latter-day Horatio, the Chevalier
Bayard, would be killed by an arquebus in 1524. By the end of the fifteenth
century it was increasingly appreciated that success in war depended less upon
the brilliant feats of individuals than on the collective efforts of well-trained
armies. Rather more in keeping with the times and with the arms now becom-
ing available was the Greek treatise, 7he Tactics, compiled by Aelian in the first
century (printed in a Latin version made by the humanist, Theodore Gaza, in
Rome in 1487 with accompanying diagrams, such as had already been found in
a fourteenth-century manuscript of the work), reflected a scientific approach
to the art of war, to which the relative consistency of the printed page contrib-
uted a further dimension. Even more significant (it may be argued) than these
‘reprints’ from past ages were the recent works on war written by men who had
up-to-date experience of it. Neither Bueil’s Jomvencel, written in the 1460s and
printed in Paris in 1493, nor the treatises of Robert de Balsac (d. 1503) and
Bérault Stuart (d. 1508), relied heavily upon classical models. Rather, they mit-
rored their authors’ experiences gained in the wars of their own times. Among
the first practical works on war written since the late Roman era, they reflected
an attempt to lift the subject into the realm of the practical, the specific and the

¥ Stuart, Traité sur lart de la gerre. 47 Cited in Clough (1993), p. 108.

*® Vale (1976), pp. 63—4, 71-2. ¥ E.g,BL, Add. MS 24,945.  ** Kyeser, Bellifortis.
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scientific. Such writing represented a marked change of attitude.! While God
might intervene, upon men fell the main responsibility for the outcome of
warts, a point underlined by the diplomatic failure of the states of Italy to unite
against the French in the closing years of the century. As if a symbol of the
new thinking, Bérault Stuart’s career included spells as a diplomat as well as
longer ones as a soldier. Diplomacy represented a new expression of the
ancients’ teaching on preparedness; there was more to the making of war than
what occurred on the battlefield. At the same time, the interest taken in Aelian’s
diagrams, the emphasis placed by both Balsac and Stuart upon experience (an
idea which, before long, would lead to the founding of military academies for
the training of officers)®® and the insistence accorded to the role of good
artillery as the weapon of the future all serve to underline the growing
appreciation of human reason, inventiveness and ingenuity in the waging of
wat. Give no hostages to fortune, Vegetius had advised; fight the enemy only
with the skills of the soldier. No longer was it sufficient to attribute defeat to
Fortune or to divine displeasure. Men would need to know why it had
occurred, in order to work out how the failure of yesterday might be turned
into the victory of tomorrow.

51 Contamine, “The war literature of the late Middle Ages’. 52 Hale (1976).
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CHAPTER 9

EXPLORATION AND DISCOVERY

Felipe Ferndandez-Armesto

A cosmic observer, privileged to look down on the world of the fifteenth
century from a commanding height, would have noticed a number of cultures
and civilisations separated by great distances, poor communications and, in
some cases, mutual ignorance or lack of interest. He might, however, have
detected — in places, for the most part, outside Latin Christendom — some stit-
rings at the edges: the dilation of political frontiers or the beginnings of move-
ments of expansion, of settlement, trade, conquest and proselytisation, which
would make the world of the next few centuries an arena of imperial competi-
tion where expanding civilisations collided and where virtually all human
communities wete joined in conflict, commerce and contagion. The
accomplishment of this enormous and conspicuous change depended on the
creation of practical routes of access between previously isolated or barely-
communicating groups of people.

In these pages, ‘exploration’ is understood to mean the identification,
investigation and recording of such routes. The process came to be dominated
by explorers from Latin Christendom. Yet our hypothetical observer, unless
also endowed with foresight, would probably not have been able to predict
such an outcome until the century was well advanced. Such sources of motiva-
tion as material exigency, scientific curiosity, missionary zeal, commercial spirit
of wanton aggression were not peculiar to any one part of the world, and, com-
pared with China and Islam, Latin Christendom was underequipped in the
technical resources with which to undertake long journeys, to sustain life
during them, to find directions in unfamiliar places, to record and communi-
cate the information gathered.

Some otherwise promising cultures were subject to even greater technical
limitations which perhaps inhibited or disqualified them from further big
achievements in exploration. Among the Aztecs and their neighbours, for
instance, as among the indigenous peoples of sub-Saharan Africa, there was no
means of long-range navigation by sea; in Peru, no maps. The Polynesians, sut-
rounded by the vast Pacific, may have attained the limits of the world accessible
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to them with the technology at their disposal. Yet the record of these societies
from which routes were explored and recorded over vast distances — extending
in the Peruvian case across thirty degrees of latitude and in the Polynesian case
over thousands of miles of sea—shows how much can be achieved in defiance
of technical insufficiency.

The best-equipped people, indeed, failed to fulfil their promise as explorers.
Java, for instance, probably had by the late fourteenth century cartographical
traditions and shipbuilding techniques at least as good as those of anywhere
else, but all her shipping was absorbed by the demands of trade within a fairly
restricted zone between south Asia and the far east. By the mid-fourteenth
century, Arabic travel literature and pilgrims’ guides covered the whole Islamic
world and extended selectively beyond it, for instance, into Sardinia and China;
and Arabic sailing directions of the second half of the fifteenth century
covered the Indian Ocean from southern Africa to the South China Sea. Yet
after the Arab commercial world had attained its desited limits in the
Mediterranean and the far east, Islamic exploration further afield became fitful
and slight. In particular, little attempt was made to imitate the achievements of
Indian Ocean navigators in Atlantic waters, and mariners satiated with the
profits of well-known routes showed no inclination to venture beyond the
stormy latitudes which screen the Indian Ocean to the south. When the New
Wotld became an extension of Chtistendom and the Portuguese discovered an
Atlantic highway to the east, the Ottoman sultans came, too late, to regret their
failings.

Meanwhile, development of the exploring traditions of China was similarly
arrested. The range of travel had long been limited to the reach of trade and
diplomacy; but in China that meant including a huge swathe of the world,
exceeding the length of the silk roads and the breadth of the Indian Ocean.
Geographical scholars collated and mapped the information collected. In
about 1220, for instance, a detailed account of the South China Sea and of
countries of south-cast Asia and India was produced, partly from personal
observation, by a scholar and diplomat. A century later, passable maps of the
Indian Ocean were made, perhaps including the coast of Africa to beyond the
Cape of Good Hope.! Between 1405 and 1433, a seties of tribute-gathering
missions under the eunuch-admiral, Cheng Ho (Pinyin: Zheng He), consoli-
dated knowledge of commercial routes and reported, from direct experience,
on places as distant as Jiddah and Malindi. Yet for a combination of impet-
fectly understood reasons — which included the effects of the ebb and flow of
factional conflicts, the hostility of the mandarin elite to eunuchs and traders

! Needham ezal. (1961~ ), 111, p. 352; Snow (1988), pp. 9—12; Norwich (1983), pp. 15—16; Fuchs (1953),
p. 50; review, by J. Duyvendak, of Fuchs (ed.), Mongol atlas, in T°oung Pao 39 (1959), pp. 198—9.
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and the prohibitive cost of the ventures — this potentially imperial initiative was
aborted. Naval shipbuilding was discontinued and many official records of
Cheng Ho’s achievements were destroyed.

Thus while mote prosperous and proficient civilisations rested content with
the exploitation of their traditional contacts, it was left to explorers from Latin
Christendom to search for new resources, extend their reach and ultimately
enmesh most of the world in their routes. Their biggest source of advantage
was probably their starting-place on the edge of the Atlantic. In the age of sail,
maritime route-finding depended on access to favourable winds and currents.
Navigators from the Indian Ocean and western Pacific would not have found
conditions favourable for long-range navigation outside the zone of mon-
soons, even had they wished to do so. The only navigable route eastwards
across the Pacific was an effective dead end until trading-places developed on
the west coast of America in colonial times. The ways out of the Indian Ocean
to the south were laborious and dangerous and led, as far as was known, only to
unrewarding destinations.

The Atlantic, by contrast, was a highway to the rest of the world. Its wind
systems provided potential links with the Pacific and Indian Oceans as well as
routes between the Old and New Worlds. The location and exploitation of
these routes was a labour, accomplished in the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies, which deserves its reputation as a revolutionary achievement in world
history. Though there were episodes of interest or importance in other parts of
the wotld, the story of exploration in the fifteenth century is very largely of the
crossing of the Atlantic with routes that linked its shores and led to other
oceans.

THE BACKGROUND IN LATIN CHRISTENDOM

This story should be understood against the background of the internal
exploration of Latin Christendom in the late Middle Ages. The search for the
origins of the vocations of European explorers can only be rewarded by taking
a very long-term view and acknowledging that the process grew, cumulatively
but slowly and unevenly, from modest beginnings. It can be traced, in a sense,
to Latin Christendom’s era of self-discovery in the late eleventh and twelfth
centuries, when the riverbankers conquered the wild wood, in a vast project of
the domestication of little-explored and underexploited environments, while
observers and travellers turned inward to find and describe Europe’s inner
barbarians: the remote peoples of forest, bog and mountains, the imperfectly
assimilated marchland-dwellers, whose evangelisation was sketchy, at best, and
whose habitats were often blanks on the map. At about the same time, knowl-
edge of the world beyond these recesses and thresholds was increased by the
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colonists and crusaders who extended the frontiers of Latin Christendom.
Scholars in western Europe wete acquainted with the vastness of the world by
the experience of the crusades — reinforced, in the thirteenth and eatly fout-
teenth centuries, by the reports of merchants and missionaries who travelled
the Mongol road as far as China or sailed, with indigenous shipping, on the
Indian Ocean.

The map had to be pieced together gradually from a number of sources.
Two of these went back to Roman times: the map of Roman roads preserved,
among surviving medieval sources, in the fourteenth-century Peutinger Tables
in Vienna; and local surveying techniques, the continuity of which is suggested
by fragmentary survivals of maps made by the Roman agrimensores and their
successors. The estate maps of wealthy monasteties could cover vast ateas that
were sometimes widely separated from one another. Estate management and
the collective business of widespread religious orders generated itineraries —
essentially, lists of stopping-places. Pilgrimages and royal progresses also
yielded itineraries, which survive in map form in fairly large numbers from the
thirteenth century. As their traditional, linear patterns were modified by the
surveyors’ tradition of rendering spatial relationships, so area maps evolved.
The needs of warfare were an increasing stimulus to the development of tech-
niques: the crusading propaganda of Marino Sanudo, for instance, was illus-
trated with maps of uncanny accuracy, made with the aid of a grid. In the
fifteenth century, maps gradually became part of the regular equipment of
field commanders. Maps like those made for Sanudo by Pietro Vesconte, cov-
ering areas not previously mapped by Christian hands, are documents of
exploration, as are those derived from Nicholas of Cusa’s fifteenth-century
maps of Europe between the Baltic and the Black Sea, including regions only
lately and imperfectly incorporated into Latin Christendom.

A similar evolution turned written sailing directions into marine charts
during the thirteenth century. St Louis, voyaging to Tunis in 1270, had one, and
the earliest surviving examples are of not much later date. Though the concept
of scale was not applied with any rigour until well into the sixteenth century, as
instruments for recording routes by land and sea the products of late medieval
cartography became highly serviceable.

CARTOGRAPHY AND GEOGRAPHY

The mariner’s occupation, according to Columbus, ‘inclines all who follow it to
wish to know the secrets of the world’.> Exploration and geographical specula-
tion fed off each other and were both reflected in maps which strained at the

2 Varela (ed.), Cristébal Colén, p. 277: ‘La mesma arte inclina a quien le prosigue a desear de saber los
secretos d’este mundo.”
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limits of geographical knowledge and aimed to include discoveries as they hap-
pened and conjectures as they arose. For it was not only the scope of maps that
changed in the late Middle Ages but also their very nature. Until the thirteenth
century — to judge from surviving examples — European wotld maps had been
devotional objects, intended to evoke God’s harmonious design in a schematic
form, appropriate, for instance, for an altarpiece. By the fifteenth century,
mapmakers were showing the same interest in geographical realism as
Renaissance artists in naturalism. Mapmakers collated the reports of practical
navigators, who set out, in some cases, to verify the cartographers’ specula-
tions. From 1339 onwards, the sea chart was a common medium for recording
new Atlantic discoveries. Increasingly, this became the maps’ explicit role. The
Genoese maker of an unpublished map of 1403 recorded how he had checked
the details of his work against the experience and information of seamen.® A
famous map made in London by the Genoese Andrea Bianco in 1448 is
expressly devoted to a record of the latest Atlantic discoveries of Portuguese
navigators.

Marine and strategic charts were by their nature practical instruments and
therefore susceptible to change and responsive to new information. The world
map was encumbered with more tenacious traditions, derived from the genre’s
devotional origins. The convention of depicting the world as the orbis terrarum,
a continuous landmass, surrounded by islands and ringed by a circumvallatory
ocean, was maintained by some of the most up-to-date cartographers through-
out the period: for instance by Henricus Martellus, who included the latest
‘descriptionem Portugalensium’ in a map probably made in Florence in 1489.*
It remained usual to show the earthly paradise at the extreme otient and
Jerusalem at least roughly in the middle of the world. Nevertheless, mappae
mundi and globes were increasingly used to illustrate particular theoretical
conceptions of the outlines of the world and the relative locations of places:
most commonly, in the fifteenth century, those of Ptolemy, whose Geagraphy,
the text of which was translated into Latin eatly in the century, invited illustra-
tion to supply the want of original maps and to render the sometimes difficult
language intelligible. Other examples from the fifteenth century include
German maps which display unknown antipodean continents; the lost map
made by Pietro Paolo Toscanelli of Florence, before 1474, to illustrate his
theory of a navigably narrow Atlantic; and the Nuremberg globe of 1492, tra-
ditionally attributed to Martin Behaim, which seems designed, at least in part,
to suggest the accessibility of the island of Cipangu, reported by Marco Polo.

Even in wotld maps — which gave their compilers a welcome chance to spec-
ulate about the fabled splendours of the Orient and the Indian Ocean — the

3 Kraus (1955), pp. 62—6. * Nebenzahl (1990), p. 16; Vietor (1962).
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greatest concentration of novelties was to be found in the fifteenth century in
depictions of the Atlantic. This shows what a stimulus to the imagination
Atlantic exploration was and how consciousness of an exciting and exploitable
Atlantic space developed. To the mythical islands commonly assigned imagi-
nary positions in fourteenth-century maps — those of Brendan, St Ursula and
Brasil — a Venetian chart of 1424 added large and alluring islands, including
‘Antillia’, the latter identified with the island of ‘Seven Cities’, to which, in a
legend not unlike that of St Ursula, Portuguese refugees from the Moors were
held to have repaired in the eighth century.” These islands became standard in
subsequent cartographical tradition and inspired voyages in search of them. As
late as 1514, Portuguese official sailing directions gave courses to islands ‘not
yet discovered’ and one of the most amusing forgeries of the sixteenth century
is a spurious Spanish ‘chronicle’ of the conquest of St Brendan’s Isle.’
Attempts have been made to relate these mental wanderings to possible real
finds, usually in connection with theoties of pre-Columbian discoveries of
America. But once one appreciates the genuine excitement aroused in the fif-
teenth century by the unlimited possibilities of the Atlantic, the fertility of
speculation seems adequately explained.

Fresh discoveries were a direct stimulus: the Majorcan cartographers who
first placed the Azores roughly in their correct position in maps of the 1430s
also introduced new speculative islands into the tradition. Andrea Bianco was
interested in the latest verifiable novelties, as his sea chart of 1448 shows, butin
his wotld map of 1436 he scattered imaginary islands about the ocean and even
in the 1448 chart he included some traditional isles, with an assurance that an
‘authentic island” lay 1,500 miles out in the equatorial Atlantic. Bianco seems to
have felt that ancient certainties about geography had to be discarded. The
same point was made implicitly a few years later by his collaborator, the
acknowledged master of the Venetian cartographic school, Fra Mauro, who
confessed in a note on his world map of 1448—6o — the fullest then devised —
that his delineation must be imperfect, since the extent of the world was
unknown.® The geographers of the fifteenth century were like prisoners-of-
war who, unable to see their cell walls in the light of a tallow candle, could
imagine themselves free.

The freedom of conjecture can be sensed in the speculations of academic
geography as well as in the mapmakers’ fancies. The dividing line between
travel literature and academic work in this field or, within travel literature,

5 Cortesao (1975).  ° Benito Ruano (1978).

7 Yule Oldham (1895), p. 222; Kamal, Monumenta cartographica, v, no. 1492: ‘ixola otinticha’.

8 Mauro, 7/ mapamonds, p. 62: ‘Quest opera . .. non ha in si quel complimento che la doveria, perché certo
non ¢ possibile a l'intellecto human senza qualche superna demostration verificar in tuto questa
cosmogtaphia.’
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between mirabilia and genuine reportage, is, in the case of some works, hard to
define. The Indian Ocean expetiences of the Venetian merchant Nicolo
Conti, between 1414 and 1437, were represented by Poggio Bracciolini who
wrote them down, as 2 moral tale ‘of the fickleness of fortune™ but they were
full of facts which passed rapidly into geographical textbooks and scholarly
maps. The Zravels of ‘Sir John Mandeville’ are notorious, among fourteenth-
century works, as the fabrication of an armchair traveller, butitis also a persua-
sive treatise, arguing for cosmographical propositions: the sphericity of the
earth, the navigability of all oceans, the accessibility of all lands, the existence
of an ‘antipodean’ world. Marco Polo, dismissed as a fable-monger by some,
was justly appreciated by others as a true reporter of real observations.
Columbus’s indebtedness to these two last-named texts shows how such works
could influence and inspire explorets.

Though historians’ search for connections between the ‘Renaissance’ and
the ‘Age of Discovery” has sometimes been conducted with an air of despera-
tion, it is also true that more learned texts, including rediscoveries from classi-
cal Antiquity, could also contribute to the atmosphere of speculation in which
explorers’ expeditions were launched. Notable cases from the fifteenth century
are those of Ptolemy (fl. second century ap) and Strabo (d. 19 aD). Ptolemy’s
Geography became the most widely used geographical book of reference in
Latin Christendom in the fifteenth century; it helped to inspire influential geo-
graphical treatises by Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini and Pierre d’Ailly; it was read
by Columbus and ransacked for points in support of his project; and it
included speculations about the nature of the Indian Ocean which Portuguese
expeditions in the 1490s may, in part, have been designed to test. Strabo was
particulatly important for the stimulus he gave to debate about the possible
existence of the Antipodes; his text arrived in Italy in 1423; some of his ideas
circulated widely from the time of the Council of Florence in 1439 (a great
occasion for the exchange of cosmographical news as well as of ecclesiological
debate); and a translation into Latin was in print by 1469. Though his refer-
ences to the Antipodes!” sound ironic, they seem to have helped to convince
geographers of humanist inclinations or sympathies, before Columbus’s
voyage to the New Wortld, that the tradition of an unknown continent or conti-
nents in the ocean was valid.

THE CULTURE OF EXPLORERS

To some extent, however, the explorers who enormously extended the covet-
age of the map in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries must be seen as opet-

? Bracciolini, De varietate fortunae, pp. 153—77. 10" Geggraphy of Strabo,1,p. 243.
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ating independently of the influence of academic geographers. Columbus was
exceptional in his bookishness and in his taste for theoretical cosmography;
and, even in his case, his academic interests seem to have developed rather in
consequence than in anticipation of his vocation as an explorer.!" Explorers
did share a common culture, unique to Latin Christendom, which may help to
explain the pre-eminence of parts of western Europe in this field; but its
sources must be sought in other texts and other traditions, its ingredients dis-
cerned rather in patterns of behaviour than of thought. The task is not easy,
because most explorers — those who were unsuccessful or unsung — probably
remain unknown. The precarious nature of their memorials is obvious: few,
outside the household of Dom Henrique of Portugal, had a chronicler to
itemise their feats; fewer still had the skill in self-praise of a Columbus or a
Vespucci; only one, Diogo Cio, engraved his deeds in stone. Many known by
name are reported only or chiefly on maps: Lanzarotto Malocello, of Genoa,
was recorded on the island in the Canaries which still beats a version of his
name by a cartographer of 1339; in a mapmaker’s note, Jaume Ferrer of
Majorca was reported lost off the west African coastin 1346; of the Portuguese
Diogo Silves, who may have established the true lie of the Azores in 1427, the
sole memorial, on a Majorcan map, was accidentally blotted by ink spilled by
George Sand. However, just as their efforts can be reconstructed, in part, from
maps, so their common profile can be built up from a few surviving docu-
ments.

They came, to begin with, mainly from Genoa and Majorca and — later and
increasingly — from Portugal, Andalusia and some maritime communities of
northern Europe. They often had crusading experience or aspirations, like the
Poitevin adventurer Gadifer de la Salle, who went to the Canaries in 1402, Joan
de Mora, who was the king of Aragon’s captain in Canarian waters in 1366, ot
Columbus, whose long-term destination was Jerusalem. Others had a back-
ground in piracy or privateering, like members of the retinue of the Infante
Dom Henrique of Portugal (1394—1460), who were said to have raided
Aragonese shipping in the 1430s, or crewmen from Andalusia who sailed in
Columbus’s wake in the 1490s and had formerly served, as privateers, against
Portuguese vessels off the Guinea coast. Some of them were merchants,
prospecting for offshore assets; more were penurious noblemen or would-be
noblemen escaping from a society of restricted opportunity at home. They
sought a ‘river of gold’ like Ferrer and la Salle;'? or a route to spices, like the
Vivaldi brothers whose galleys were lost in 1291 on their way ‘ad pattes Indiae

per Oceanum’;"® or a rich fishery, like the Bristol merchants who loaded salt on

' Pernandez-Armesto (19912), pp. 23—44-

12 Grosjean (1978), sheet 111; Russell (1979), p. 19; Taylor (1928): ‘Rio de oro.”
13 Monumenta Henricina, 1, pp. 201-6.
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their quest for the fabled Isle of Brasil in 1481; or a source of slaves, like the
Las Casas and Peraza families of Seville, who promoted a seties of raids and
conquests in the Canaries from 1393.

They sought to win fiefs or create kingdoms, like la Salle’s partner, Jean de
Béthencourt, who had himself proclaimed King of the Canaries in the streets
of Seville, or the ‘knights and squires’ of Dom Henrique, who felt called by his
horoscope to the accomplishment of great deeds. They came from a world
steeped in the idealisation of adventure: the Perazas’ squalid wars against
stone-age aboriginals on the island of Gomera in the 1440s wete celebrated in
chivalric verse; the coat of arms of the Béthencourt family was charged with
wild men in tribute to Jean’s wild adversaties. They bore or approptriated story-
book-names, like ‘Gadifer’ and ‘Lancelot’ or, in the case of an unsavoury thug
who served Dom Henrique, “Tristram of the Island’. They aspired to fame, yet
have been forgotten.

Most of them shared, and strove to embody, the great aristocratic ethos of
the late Middle Ages in the west, the ‘code’ of chivalry. Their role-models were
the footloose princes who won themselves kingdoms by deeds of derring-do
in popular romances of chivalry, which often had seaborne settings: figures like
the medieval ‘Brutus’, who, when Troy was lost, found a realm in Albion, or
Prince Amadis of Gaul, who battled with giants and won an enchanted island.
Their spokesman was the Castilian knight, Count Pero Nifio, whose chronicle,
written by his standard-beater in the second quarter of the fifteenth century,
mixes history, romance and chivalric discourse: £/ [ctorial celebrates a knight
never vanquished in joust or war or love, whose greatest battles were fought at
sea.!* Columbus, whose life’s trajectory startlingly resembled the plot of a
chivalric romance of the sea, probably had similar role-models in mind. He
arrogated to himself the prize for sighting land on his first Atlantic crossing,
less, perhaps, out of naked greed than because his journey, though without
precedent in fact, was precedented in literature: in a Spanish version of the
medieval Alexander romance, Alexander makes his own discovery of Asia by
sea and, the poet emphasises, was first, before all his seamen, to see it.!?

The trajectory of fictional heroes of romances of the sea could be followed
in real life. A suggestive case in point is that of Bartolomeu Perestrelo, the
father of Columbus’s wife. He was the younger son of a merchant of Piacenza,
who made a fortune in Portugal, sufficient to enable him to place his children at
court or in its vicinity. Bartolomeu entered the household of the Infante Dom
Henrique, where service as a seafarer and coloniser won him the hereditary
captaincy of theisland of Porto Santo in 1446. This example, which Columbus

Y Diez de Games, E/ Victorial, pp. 407, 86—96, 201.
15 Libro de Alexandre, p. 182; Navarro Gonzalez (1962), pp. 241—311.
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had before his eyes, was typical of the experience of adventurers in other
islands of the Atlantic. “Tristram of the Island’ in Madeira presided over a
chivalric pantomime in which his vassals exchanged ritual kisses and inserted
hands according to time-honoured convention. Columbus’s fellow Genoese,
Antonio da Noli, set up as ruler of Santiago in the Cape Verde Islands. The
Peraza family ruled Gomera from a keep of stone and celebrated a chivalric
self-perception. In 1499, Pedro Alvares da Caminha dreamed of building on
his island of Sdo Tomé in the Gulf of Guinea a city that would rival Rome.
These self-cast romantic heroes were like pre-incarnations of Sancho Panza,
begging the Don to make him governor of some island. Their spirit of
seaborne knight-errantry contrasted with the landlubbers’ complacency and
contempt for the maritime life that dominated prevailing values in China, say,
ot the Maghrib.

FINANCE AND PATRONAGE

Yet even this intensity of commitment to adventure could not open new mari-
time routes without overcoming formidable material constraints. Availability
of shipping was not usually an insuperable problem: explorers’ expeditions
were infrequent and small — normally requiring between one and three ships
with crews of twenty to fifty men per ship — and could be supported, on the
scale required in this period, from within the shipping stocks of many western
Mediterranean and Atlantic ports. Few exploters, however, had the financial
resources to pursue their vocation at their own expense or the power to protect
any discoveries they might make against the depredations of interlopers. The
progress of exploration, therefore, relied on powerful patrons and wealthy
backers. Dom Henrique used exploration as a means of diverting to potentially
profitable ends his large and unruly household; his role as a patron of explot-
ers, which he probably shared with other royal princes, was later exercised by
King Jo#o II. John Cabot had a pension from Henry VII and a royal commis-
sion to explore similar to that of Columbus. It took Columbus longer to find a
noble or royal patron than to reach the New Wortld: he is said in eatly sources to
have approached at least two noble houses and perhaps as many as four or five
sovereigns. Except in Portugal, royal financial contributions were generally
modest: the patron’s role was rather to confer legitimate title to the explorer’s
potential rewards or profits.

Even in Portugal, merchant-backers were essential, like the Flemings and
Genoese who promoted voyages to the Atlantic islands, or Fernio Gomes who
bought up Dom Henrique’s rights to send expeditions along the African coast
after the prince’s death, or the Florentines who financed Vasco da Gama’s
mission to India, or the consortium of Azoreans and Englishmen who
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equipped north Atlantic voyages between 1501 and 1505. A large group of
Bristol merchants, most of whom were engaged in the Icelandic trade and all
of whom did business with Spain and Portugal, had combined in the 1480s and
1490s to finance the search for the Isle of Brasil. The Guerra brothers, hard-
tack suppliers of Seville, were prominent among financiers of voyages in
Columbus’s wake. Columbus’s own backers belonged to two groups, most of
whose members had previously collaborated in raising money for conquest
and colonisation in the Canary Islands: royal treasury officials combined with
Genoese and Florentine merchants of Seville. The financial role of the crown
was largely limited to poutboires for Columbus and the promise that his
backers would be indemnified from the royal share of the profits of indul-
gences.

The viability of the exploters’ enterprises is hard to assess. Dom Henrique’s
navigators found places where slaves could be got and gold traded cheaply, but
he seems for a long time to have subsidised exploration from the profits of his
interests in fisheries, soap and — perhaps — corsairing. He died in debt but
Fernao Gomes, for one, recognised the profitability of his endeavours. Despite
heavy losses in shipping and men, the route Vasco da Gama found to India
proved instantly profitable, thanks largely to the price differentials that made
peppet an extraordinarily valuable cargo. The same cannot be said, however, of
the exploration of the north Atlantic, where voyagers persevered with extraor-
dinary tenacity in the investigation of cloud-banks and ice-floes. Columbus’s
enterprise, though ultimately profitable, was jeopardised by paucity of returns.
Anxiety to take home some evidence of potentially profitable trade or produce
for his backers is a strong theme of the surviving version of his account of his
first Atlantic crossing;

ARCHIPELAGOES OF THE EASTERN ATLANTIC

The explorations undertaken from Latin Christendom in the period with
which we are concerned were chiefly directed along five new long-range routes.
Since each in turn dominated a distinct but overlapping phase of the story they
can conveniently be dealt with successively. First, the exploration of the princi-
pal archipelagoes of the eastern Atlantic, which began towards the end of the
thirteenth century or early in the fourteenth and which, though well advanced
by the 1380s, was only finally accomplished in the mid-fifteenth century; sec-
ondly, the seatrch for routes across and around the Sahara, which made little
progress before the fifteenth century, but which was prolonged until the entire
coast of Africa had been explored to beyond the Cape of Good Hope by 1488;
thirdly, the investigation of a new route into and across the north Atlantic,
which can be documented in some detail from the 1450s; next, the discovery of
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routes back and forth across the ocean in central latitudes, made by Columbus
in 1492—3; and, finally, the eatly exploration of the south Atlantic and the
opening of a route to the Indian Ocean.

The first of these phases was the work of modest miracles of high medieval
technology: the cog, the compass, the marine chart and primitive celestial
navigation, done by making rough assessments of relative latitude on the open
sea through observation of the height of the sun or Pole Star with the naked
eye.'® In the thirteenth century, when Mediterranean navigators overcame the
intimidatingly adverse current that races through the Strait of Gibraltar and
began to frequent the Atlantic in large numbers, some turned north to the
lucrative and well-known markets of Flanders and England; others turned
south into waters unsailed, as far as we know, for centuries, off the west coast of
Africa. The record of only one such voyage has survived: the Vivaldi brothers’
attempted circumnavigation of Aftrica in Genoese galleys in 1291. They were
never heard of again, but it is likely that there were other journeys in the same
direction. It was probably in the course of such journeys that the Canary
Islands were discovered, ‘memoria patrum’ according to Petrarch, writing in
the 1340s."” The first record of some of the Canaties, and perhaps of Madeira,
occurs in a map of 1339. Records of voyages to the islands are prolific in the
1340s. One, which included references to Italian, Portuguese and Spanish par-
ticipants, was copied by Boccaccio and dated 1341. From 1342, a series of
voyages in vessels desctribed as cocas ot cogues to ‘islands newly found in parts of
the west’ was recorded in Majorcan documents.'® Despite gaps in the archives,
these can be shown to have had a more or less continuous history until the
1380s, though the natutre of the enterprise was transformed in its coutse, as,
from 1352 onwatds, missionaries replaced merchants as its prime movers.
Visits to the Azores and Madeira group can be inferred both from the nature of
the wind system, which tends to impose a daring passage out into the ocean on
traffic returning from the Canaries, and from cartographical evidence, which
suggests that all but the two most westetly islands of the Azores may have been
known to mapmakers of the 1380s."” In 1402 to 1405, the gold-hunting expedi-
tion of Béthencourtand La Salle contributed the first itinerary — transmitted in
a form capable of being mapped — of an exploration by land, on the islands of
Lanzarote and Fuerteventura. An exclusively Portuguese enterprise, intet-
mittently pursued between 1427 and 1452, established the true relationship of
the islands of the Azores to one another, enabled mapmakers to fix them in
roughly their true positions, and added the two remotest islands, Flores and
Corvo, to the known tally.

16

Adam (1966), pp. 91—110; Vetlinden (1978), pp. 105—31. ' Petrarch, Le familiari, 1, p. 106.
8 Rumeu de Armas (1986), pp. 35—7, 157—70: ‘a les parts de les illes noveylment trobades envers les
parts de occident’. ' Fernandez-Armesto (1986).
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ROUTES AROUND AND ACROSS THE SAHARA

Especially in its later stages, this enterprise has become inseparable from the
name of the Infante Dom Henrique. His desire for an island-realm off the
African coast belongs in the context of the long-standing desire among
European markets and courts to improve access to the sources of the trans-
Saharan gold trade. The search may have begun as early as the mid-thirteenth
century, for a plausible legend dates a Genoese expedition to Safi in 1253. In
1283 Ramon Lull reported a journey towards the land of the Blacks from
Ceuta.’ The oasis of Sijilmassa is depicted along the trans-Saharan camel
route that brought gold to Tlemcen in Giovanni di Carignano’s map of the
eatly fourteenth century. The auriferous reputation of the west African inter-
ior was reinforced by reports of the pilgrimage to Mecca in 1324 of the Mansa
Musa of Mali, whose prodigality caused inflation in Egypt; but no fourteenth-
century attempt to outflank the trans-Saharan routes, and open direct
communications by sea, was successful. Beyond the range of the Canary
current, in latitudes where fresh water was hard to find on shore, the natural
hazards of navigation seem to have been too formidable.

The land route continued to attract occasional explorers. In 1413, Anselme
d’Isalguier was reported to have returned to Toulouse from Gao with a harem
of Black women, though how he could have got so far into the interior of
Africa no one knows. In 1447 the Genoese Antonio Malfante got as far as
Touat. In 1470 the Flotrentine Benedetto Dei claimed to have been to
Timbuctoo and observed there a lively trade in European textiles. From the
1450s to the 1480s, Portuguese merchants made efforts to cut across country
from Arguin, via Waddan, heading for the same destination: at least they seem
to have succeeded in diverting some gold caravans to meet them. It was
obvious, however, that the intractability of the land route demanded a
seaborne approach.

Three developments gradually made such an approach viable: the emer-
gence of a highly manoeuvrable type of ship, equipped with lateen sails for
enhancing headway against the wind; improved methods of storing provisions
for long journeys — the construction, in particular, of water casks which could
keep their contents in potable form for periods extending to months rather
than weeks; and the establishment, beginning in 1439, of way-stations in the
Azores where ships could stop to victual on the long run back from the west
African bulge, via the deep Atlantic, to find the homebound westetlies.

Traditionally, the status of a breakthrough in the enterprise has been
assigned to the rounding of Cape Bojador in 1434 by one of Dom Henrique’s
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Lull, Libre de Evast e Blanguerna, 11, p. 191.
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ships; but, to judge from surviving maps and sailing directions of the fifteenth
and early sixteenth centuties, the cape known by that name in the vague and
fluid toponymy of the time was the modern Cape Juby, which had certainly
been rounded many times before.?! “The cape-by-cape depiction of the build-
ing of empire™ is in any case an heroic distortion, originating in the narrative
technique of the chronicler Zurara, who wrote to glorify the deeds of fellow
members of Dom Henrique’s entourage. More significant were the achieve-
ments of expeditions led partly by Genoese navigators under Henrique’s
patronage in the mid-1450s, which reported the existence of the Cape Verde
Islands, explored the lower reaches of the Gambia and Senegal rivers and
established contact with outposts of the empire of Mali. These were genuinely
unprecedented achievements in exploration. They produced, moreover,
reports written by a Venetian participant, Alvise Da Mosto, whose observa-
tions of the people and environment of the Senegambia region w