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Juana’s World: France at War

The medieval night into which Joan of Arc was born was neither uniform nor silent. In the villages of northeastern France, church bells marked the time of faith and of work; in the fields, the seasons imposed their law of sowing and harvesting; and in the cities, guilds chiseled out an economic life regulated by statutes, while markets opened to Flemish, Burgundian, and Italian merchants. Yet upon this tapestry of customs weighed a harsh counterbalance: the constant breath of war. The so-called Hundred Years’ War, which was in reality a long series of intermittent conflicts throughout the 14th and 15th centuries, had transformed the emotional geography of the kingdom. Every muleteer’s route could become a path for pillage, every forest a refuge for armed companies, every stronghold a die cast on the volatile table of politics. Under that sky, between prayers and news, the world that would explain the emergence of Joan was forged.

Politically, France was not a compact, centralized body. The kingdom of the Capetians and later the Valois, as vast on maps as it was fragmented in authority, was divided into a multitude of lordships, abbeys with immunities, cities with charters of privileges, and principalities that exercised near-full sovereignty. The idea of an undisputed royal power resembled a horizon more than an immediate reality. Joan’s childhood unfolded precisely in that tension where the king — currently the dauphin and future Charles VII — had to assert his legitimacy against an adversary who not only invoked dynastic rights but could also enforce them with well-funded armies: the English monarch, first Henry V and, after him, his heirs.

To understand how this hereditary dispute became a cataclysm, it is helpful to go back a few decades. At the beginning of the 14th century, the ties between France and England were dense and complex: the English king held fiefs on French soil (particularly Aquitaine), and consequently owed homage to the king of France for those lands, creating a relationship of reversed and humiliating vassalage for a power that aspired to full autonomy. Furthermore, the French succession after the death of Charles IV without a male heir fueled controversy. The Valois, represented by Philip VI, affirmed the Salic law — which excluded the transmission of the crown through the female line; in contrast, the Plantagenets claimed legitimacy through Edward III, grandson of Philip IV through his mother. Thus, legal foundations turned into gunpowder; all that was missing was the political spark and the economic energy to ignite it.

That energy was not long in concentrating. England, thanks to early mercantile dynamism and a more efficient fiscal organization, supported by wool, trade with Flanders, and a relatively cohesive administration, was in a position to sustain campaigns on the continent. France, with potentially greater resources, had to resolve feudal dispersion, the shifting loyalties of great houses — like Burgundy, Brittany, or Armagnac — and the chronic difficulty of raising disciplined armies. On this chessboard, counties and duchies were not mere pieces; they were players with their own agendas. Burgundy, very especially, became a power with autonomous orientation, linked with Flanders and with interests that frequently diverged from those of the French crown. That Burgundian force — under the dukes Philip the Bold, John the Fearless, and later, Philip the Good — would decisively mark the life of the kingdom and, by extension, the destiny of Joan.

On the other hand, 15th-century France cannot be understood without the devastating shadow of plague and famine. The waves of the Black Death starting in 1348 drastically reduced the population, disorganized the economy, and left deep social scars. The decrease in laborers for the fields affected productivity, drove up wages, and destabilized seigneurial balances. Among these tensions, uprisings and jacqueries ignited, violent reactions from peasants suffocated by taxes, levies, and war-related destruction. All this generated a climate of vulnerability, in which rumors gained the weight of facts, and religiously charged hopes — for redemption, for miracle, for a divine intervention to restore order — found fertile ground.

Daily life in villages like Domrémy, where Joan would be born, was composed of repeated labors and shared rituals. The cycles of the land ordered the day: plowing, sowing, harvesting, grape-picking. Women wove, milled, tended the garden and animals, kept household accounts in their own way, knew of remedies and signs in the sky. The parish was center and frontier: there the community gathered, celebrated, mourned, and negotiated what could be. Devotions to patron saints, pilgrimages to nearby shrines, relics guarded with zeal, all configured a sensibility that read the world as a fabric where the human and the divine touched. In that fabric, war was perceived as an immense intrusion that upset prices, brought armed guests, imposed taxes for the king, the lord, the bishop. It was an evil that cried out, desperately, for a narrative of meaning.

However, war was not a continuous flow of clashing armies. Rather, it knew phases of intensification and truce, prolonged siege and sudden raids, diplomatic negotiations and propaganda. The decade prior to Joan’s emergence was especially critical. In 1415, Henry V landed with well-trained and disciplined forces. The English victory at Agincourt was not only a military catastrophe; it was a symbolic wound: the French nobility was decimated, tactical prestige shattered, and already cracked confidence crumbled. Later, the assassination of John the Fearless in 1419 on the bridge of Montereau, in the presence of the dauphin, triggered a major political fracture: the new Duke of Burgundy, Philip the Good, allied with England. The Treaty of Troyes in 1420, signed by Charles VI — the French king, ill and known as ‘the Mad’ — recognized Henry V as heir to the French crown, stripping the dauphin Charles of that right. This dynamic was not mere diplomatic parchment; it allowed a child, Henry VI, to be recognized as king of England and France by the Anglo-Burgundian party after the deaths of Henry V and Charles VI in 1422. Thus, a perverse simultaneity was configured: there were two rival legitimacies, two narratives, two courts.

Domrémy, on the border between the Barrois and Champagne, felt these fault lines as real cracks. It was not just a matter of abstract loyalties. The raids of armed companies — sometimes loyal to a lord, other times mere mercenaries — passed through villages, demanded supplies, requisitioned horses, instilled fear. The road between Vaucouleurs, Neufchâteau, and Toul was not only a trade route; it was an artery through which news and shocks circulated. A peasant’s mental map could include, alongside the liturgical calendar, a list of dangers according to the rumor of recent weeks: which garrison had fallen, where the ‘Anglois’ had pillaged, where the Burgundians were passing. At the same time, ecclesiastical jurisdiction imposed its own rules: tithes, pastoral visits, control of doctrines. Orthodoxy mattered, and greatly; in an era of religious tensions — between internal reforms, conciliarist debates, and the resonance of spiritual movements — authorities watched the boundaries between devotion and deviation.

This doctrinal vigilance is intimately linked to the other great dimension of Joan’s world: the place of mystical experience and visions in medieval culture. From the 12th century, and with force in the 13th and 14th centuries, visionary women and holy men had been protagonists of episodes of local reform, moral call, or community solace. Hildegard of Bingen, Catherine of Siena, Bridget of Sweden — each in her time and latitude — illustrated a sensibility that accepted the possibility of a divine voice in history. However, this acceptance coexisted with suspicion: the devil also imitated signs; women, due to their supposed moral weakness according to the prejudices of the era, could be considered more vulnerable to illusion; and the Church, prudently, imposed discernment and examinations to avoid heresies. Consequently, a young woman who claimed to hear voices could be seen, alternatively, as an instrument of God or as a risk. This ambivalence weighs on the scene of the years 1428–1429, and explains the mixture of fascination and wariness that a peasant girl claiming a supernatural mission would arouse.

On the military front, the balance of forces played against the dauphin. The key strongholds of the north and the Loire valley, subdued or threatened, formed a belt that strangled the mobility of his troops. Orléans, in particular, was both symbol and necessity: its fall would open the road to the heart of the kingdom loyal to the dauphin. Though not all was desolation. Siege warfare depended not only on numerical superiority but also on garrison morale, supply, and control of rivers. The French — or, more precisely, those loyal to the Armagnac party — had capable commanders, engineers, and an aristocracy that, despite setbacks, retained resources. Nevertheless, accumulated defeats and Anglo-Burgundian propaganda had tipped the scale of perceptions. War, in the long run, is also a battle of narratives.

In that field of narratives, the figure of the king stood at the center. The mental illness of Charles VI, with episodes of intermittent lucidity, had disorganized the machinery of power and motivated factional struggles. The dauphin Charles, challenged by the Treaty of Troyes, had to assert that the Salic law and the order of the kingdom could not be annulled by a signature extracted under dubious conditions. Invoking right was not enough: a strong political gesture was needed, and, above all, a sacred act. The coronation at Reims was much more than a ceremony: it was the place where the holy oil — supposedly brought by a dove from heaven, according to legend — anointed the kings of France, linking their authority to a tradition dating back to Clovis. That anointment conferred upon the monarch an almost sacramental legitimacy. Without that rite, the dauphin could be a prince; a king, not yet.

Moreover, cities faced their own dilemmas. Paris, for example, under Anglo-Burgundian control at various times, did not obey solely through force. Its burghers calculated: grain prices, street security, continuity of business. In Reims, Troyes, Sens, and other towns, councils and trades assessed which side offered stability. In this balance, moral discourse and urban pride also counted. A loyal city was promised favors; a rebellious city, punishments. The chroniclers of the era, who were not neutral, alternately presented the dauphin’s partisans as defenders of traditional order or as factious; likewise, they portrayed the Anglo-Burgundians as guarantors of peace or as usurpers. Subsequent historiography, with greater distance, has tried to dismantle exaggerations and nuances, but the climate Joan breathed was that: a whirlwind of words and arms.

The economy, permeated by war, did not stop entirely. The Champagne fairs had already lost their European centrality of the 12th–13th centuries, displaced by other routes, but remained relevant nodes. The trade in wines, silks, cloth, furs, and grain, despite dangers, tried to sustain its flow. Lords could not renounce toll revenues; monarchs, their extraordinary war taxes. The peasants, meanwhile, rationalized risks: sowing closer to home, hiding reserves, negotiating with a neighboring garrison for protection from other bands. Urban guilds adjusted production according to news from the front. This economy of precariousness generated adaptive capacities, but also chronic weariness. From that weariness would arise an emotional readiness to believe in providential jolts.

Meanwhile, the map of alliances was not static. Burgundy, with its capital in Dijon and strong influence over Flanders, integrated a vibrant urban culture and a sophisticated court. Its dukes practiced a politics that combined dynastic pride, commercial calculation, and artistic patronage. In that Burgundian world, the alliance with England did not obey ‘national’ loyalties in the modern sense — a concept that did not yet exist — but to interests of power: securing routes, negotiating fiscal advantages with Flemish cities, containing internal rivals. For the peasant of Champagne or Lorraine, these lofty strategies translated into which troops he would see passing on his road and to whom he must declare his obedience. The distance between the intentions of princes and the life of subjects was, as almost always, great, but the impact was felt in the flesh.

In this context, chivalric culture and warfare were in transition. Well-trained infantry and projectile weapons — the English longbow, the Genoese crossbow, and, increasingly, artillery — relativized the old ideal of heavy cavalry shock. Agincourt had given a painful lesson about the limits of mounted nobility against disciplined lines of archers protected by stakes. In France, certain captains slowly understood that discipline, supply, and siege preparation were more decisive than boldness. In parallel, the figure of the professional ‘captain,’ with paid companies, gained ground. Nevertheless, cavalry maintained its prestige, and with it, an imagery of honor, vows, and banners that still shaped expectations. At this crossroads of tactics and symbols, a young woman with a white banner could embody something that resonated simultaneously with the old and the new.

It is worth pausing for a moment on the question of propaganda and signs. In an era when the printing press had not yet emerged — it would in the following half-century — political communication circulated through sermons, letters, town criers, songs, stained glass, and images. Processions pleaded for aid against war and plagues; from pulpits, preachers hammered the idea of divine punishment and penance. The royal banner and coats of arms spoke as much as words. Thus, a military victory had to be translated into narrative: God had taken sides, a saint had interceded, the Virgin had protected. Likewise, a defeat demanded a culprit: the sins of the city, the treason of a noble, the lukewarmness of faith. In this environment, stories about visions or extraordinary signs had a specific gravity; they were not marginal anecdotes, but potential political material.

On the other hand, the legal and ecclesiastical structure of the kingdom offered formal tools to channel or to halt novelties. Examinations of orthodoxy, like the one later conducted in Poitiers before authorizing Joan to approach the dauphin, were not whims, but devices intended to safeguard doctrinal authority. At the same time, seigneurial and urban justice coexisted with royal justice. Crimes of faith corresponded to ecclesiastical courts, but heresy, considered a public crime, could involve civil penalty. This dual jurisdiction explains why Joan, later, would be judged by a tribunal with a strong political imprint, though clothed in theological forms. Again, the world of the era is sharply outlined: religion and politics were not separate spheres; they intertwined like ivy and wall.

Looking at the geography of the kingdom, we notice that the Loire and Seine were vital arteries, and that control of their bridges and fortresses determined the possibility of executing deep campaigns. Orléans, Blois, Jargeau, Meung, Beaugency: names that, by then, were crystals of tension. To the northeast, Reims and its cathedral represented coronation, while Paris, with its prestigious university and commercial weight, symbolized ‘learned’ opinion and administrative direction. The University of Paris, in turn, had a recognized voice in ecclesiastical and also political matters. Its dominant theological current, often close to conciliarist positions or the affirmation of academic authority, influenced diagnoses about heresies and reforms, and, later, positions regarding Joan’s trial. In sum, cities were not mere seats; they were nodes of thought and power.

Thus far, we have outlined a France torn by war, plague, and factions, and a society whose intense religiosity became a lens to interpret the world. One element must be added: memory and hope. Memory, because the French preserved stories of saintly kings — like Saint Louis — and past victories, which acted as moral archives; hope, because those who suffer long cannot survive without hopes, and seek them avidly in preachings, in signs, in persons who embody a promise. In that gap of expectation, a peasant girl who claimed to have been sent by God would not only be heard; she could mobilize.

Likewise, the social fabric was marked by stratification. The nobility — not homogeneous — ranged from great dukes with extensive territories to minor local lords. The urban bourgeoisie included long-distance merchants, bankers with Italian ties, comfortable artisans, and officers of justice. At the base, a majority rural world, varied in its prosperity: farmers with their own land, tenants, day laborers, serfs still in some domains. Mobility existed, but it was not simple: a young man could enlist, a girl could enter a convent, an artisan could rise through mastery. War taxation, on the contrary, reduced margins. The figure of the tax collector — often disliked — circulated with delegated authority. It was not just about money: supplying the army required grain, wine, meat, carts, mules. The ‘war effort’ had a daily cost.

To approach the sensibility of those years, it may be useful to imagine a Sunday in the village. Mass gathers everyone, dressed in their best clothes; the priest announces prayers for the peace of the kingdom and the health of the king; someone brings news from travelers: they say the English have reinforced their positions, that a stronghold fell, that a host passed by such a road. The men discuss at the church door; the women, sheltering children, weigh how much wheat remains. The bell tower guards the hours; the sky warns of rain. In conversation, advice filters through: it’s wise to hide some provisions, secure the team; if soldiers come, better offer bread and wine than risk a sack. In that climate, when one day a young woman says she has heard Saint Michael, the reaction is not indifference; it is fearful surprise and, at the same time, a recognition that heaven and earth still speak to each other.

It is not surprising, then, that authority demanded proof. The dauphin’s court, diminished and often itinerant, could not afford to be fooled. Nevertheless, desperation opens doors. In 1428, Orléans was besieged; morale was declining. Sorties had been attempted, reinforcements negotiated. The situation was critical. Any resource that could turn the tide deserved consideration. Therefore, when news came from Vaucouleurs of a young woman requesting an audience with the dauphin claiming to bear a message from heaven, the reaction was not simply to reject her; it was, with caution, to evaluate. It is there that the world of the era — with its mixture of practiced skepticism and mystical credulity — is shown in relief.

To understand how such claims were judged, it is good to recall the centrality of doctrinal examinations. Theologians, canon lawyers, and confessors practiced an art of discernment: do the voices lead to obedience to the Church? Does the person show humility or pride? Does what they announce coincide with received doctrine? Are there signs to support their mission? These questions were not empty formalities; they were, according to the mentality of the time, safeguards against deception. At the same time, like all human practice, they were permeated by interest and opportunity. A charismatic figure could be endorsed when it served a cause, and condemned when it ceased to be convenient. That pragmatic plasticity does not invalidate the faith of many actors, but obliges us to read events with historical sense.

Speaking of faith, the sacramental density of the medieval world exceeds what we today tend to imagine. Days were punctuated by saints’ feasts, by processions in times of calamity, by rogations before sowing. The Eucharist, baptism, confession, indulgences, the cult of relics: all formed a floor of certainties. If the enemy besieged, the local relic was carried in procession; if plague reappeared, candles and fasts were promised. Authorities, for their part, legislated against superstitions, but also tolerated practices on the frontier, as long as they did not erode obedience. In this landscape, Joan’s language — when she would affirm ‘God wills it’ — would resonate with a lexicon comprehensible to all: peasants, soldiers, nobles, and clerics.

Nevertheless, the political life of the kingdom, though traversed by drama, continued to produce acts of government. Bailiffs and seneschals were appointed, safe-conducts issued, privileges confirmed to loyal cities. The royal seal still impressed wax; chanceries drafted documents. The apparatus of the state, in gestation, showed signs of resistance. In parallel, the nobility practiced diplomacy: embassies, negotiations, marriage promises. Treaties, like that of Troyes, altered legitimacy; the capitulations of strongholds, their realities. It is interesting to note how, even in war, law remained as a reference: oaths, capitulations, truces, immunities. Breaking one’s word could stain reputations for generations. That formal respect for law coexisted with the practical brutality of sieges and sacks. Both things were true.

If we broaden the perspective beyond France, we see that the European concert of the 15th century presented other tensions. The Papacy had recovered from the Western Schism, which in the 14th century had divided obedience between Rome and Avignon. Nevertheless, scars remained. The idea of a council with authority superior to the pope, held by some at the University of Paris, had taken root. This doctrinal dispute, though seemingly distant, influenced the way ecclesiastical authority was understood and, therefore, the manner of conducting heresy trials. At the same time, the Germanic world debated its own balance between elector princes and emperor; the Iberian Peninsula faced its reconquests and dynastic unions; Italy experienced the rivalry of city-states that prefigured the Renaissance. France and England were not islands: their wars intersected with Flemish, Italian, and German interests, which offered mercenaries, credit, and manufactures.

Let us return to French soil to speak of a dimension often forgotten: the emotional landscape of warriors. A soldier of the era — whether noble or hired foot soldier — lived with the consciousness of probable death. Popular piety offered tools to face that fear: confession before battle, promises to saints, carrying relics or medals. The banner was not just a rallying signal; it was a symbol under which to hope for divine protection. The captain who inspired confidence had to show not only tactical knowledge; he had to embody bravery, justice in sharing booty, and, if possible, moral rectitude. A figure like the one Joan would embody would have impact precisely on this point: on morale. Because war, as many chronicles show, is defined as much by numbers as by spirits.

As for women, their role in the world of war was more complex than a hasty reading suggests. While they generally did not fight — though there are cases of women defending walls or participating in skirmishes — they were indispensable in the effort of subsistence: supply, healing, maintaining households, local economy. Some, moreover, practiced trades in cities, traded, litigated. In the realm of religiosity, visionary women, beatas, tertiaries, and nuns offered models of sanctity and counsel. This presence configures the backdrop against which the figure of a young armed woman with a heavenly message would be, at once, disruptive and recognizable. Disruptive, for appropriating markedly masculine signs, like the sword and armor; recognizable, for speaking in the name of God with the tone of piety that many shared.

Let us pause on the notion of legitimacy. In medieval political culture, legitimacy emanated from several sources: inherited right, sacred rite, recognition by peers (nobility and cities), and, in the extreme, military victory that confirmed divine blessing. The coronation at Reims synthesized these dimensions. Therefore, recovering Reims and opening the road for the dauphin’s anointment was not a protocol matter; it was a strategic and theological program. The Anglo-Burgundian side knew it, and that is why they sought to prevent it. In this race of legitimacies, every gesture counted: the dauphin’s letters to cities, grants of pardon, pardoned men who returned to their loyalty, local pacts. A young woman who promised to lead the dauphin to his coronation touched the deepest chord of the problem.

At the same time, Joan’s world was full of mediators. Army chaplains who confessed soldiers; notaries who drew up acts; heralds who formalized messages between sides; merchants who brought news; minstrels who sang stories. These mediators held together a fragmented kingdom, activated networks. At the local level, the lords of castles like Vaucouleurs — with Robert de Baudricourt at the head — exercised military and judicial authority, and could open or close doors to singular initiatives. One must not underestimate how much history depended on a yes or a no at those intermediate levels of power. The chain between a village girl and the dauphin was made of human links, each with its own doubts, fears, and interests.

Prodigies were spoken of then with naturalness. In a world where the extraordinary coexisted with the everyday, the discovery of a relic, an inexplicable healing, or an omen in the sky could alter plans. Sometimes, these stories were fabricated or instrumentalized; other times, they sprang from sincere experiences. The important thing is that, for contemporaries, there was no impermeable wall between the natural and the supernatural. This helps us understand why a maiden with a divine message could be discussed, examined, approved, and finally placed at the head of troops. Read from today, the sequence may seem improbable; from then, it was a possibility in the cultural repertoire.

Meanwhile, the French language — or, more precisely, the dialects of oïl and oc — served as a vehicle of identity, though Latin remained the language of the Church, the University, and a good part of documents. Letters of battle were drafted with increasing frequency in the French vernacular; court poets and chroniclers — like Jean Froissart for earlier periods, or later Alain Chartier — gave form to a memory in the living language. This maturation of written French broadened the reach of certain messages. When, later, letters attributed to Joan were disseminated, their impact would be multiplied by this trend. Written culture, though not massive, was leaving the cloisters.

On the tactical military plane, sieges were science and art. Building mounds, raising bastilles, cutting supplies, emplacing artillery: each step required technical skill and patience. Defenders and attackers measured time with clocks of hunger. He who controlled the rivers dominated logistics. Night operations, convoys, surprise sorties could decide an outcome. The presence of a charismatic figure could galvanize the audacity needed for risky actions. And, conversely, demoralization could render any fortification useless. Therefore, when speaking of ‘lifting a siege,’ one alluded to a cumulative of decisions, courage, and fortune, not a single act.

Taxation deserves another look. The kingdom collected tallages and extraordinary aides, sometimes with a temporary character that became permanent. Cities negotiated exemptions; lords claimed immunities; ecclesiastics resisted levies they considered injurious to their jurisdiction. In years of bad harvests, the burden was intolerable. The abuses of tax collectors or captains with letters of marque fed resentments. This atmosphere explains the resonance of any leadership perceived as just. A leader who punished looting by his own troops, who protected peasants, who prevented blasphemies, gained moral capital. It will be understood, as the story advances, why the ethical commitment attributed to Joan regarding soldier discipline would be so significant.

In the ecclesiastical world, the parish and monastic structure articulated the territory. Cistercian, Benedictine, and Cluniac abbeys marked the spiritual geography. The mendicant orders — Franciscans and Dominicans — had inserted themselves into cities, preaching and teaching. The Dominicans, in particular, would play a prominent role in heresy tribunals. Scholastic theology offered tools to classify visions, discern spirits, argue in disputes. The pastoral of fear and of mercy — hell and forgiveness — coexisted with practical efforts of charity. In that humus, a young woman who showed herself obedient to the Church, confessed regularly, and upheld rigorous morals, could be viewed favorably. A reputation for sanctity — though always in suspense — was worth a letter of introduction.

If we take a step towards how the nation was conceived, we must be prudent. The modern idea of the nation, with equal citizens before the law and popular sovereignty, was still far off. However, a sense of the ‘kingdom of France’ as a political community with shared history, symbols, and common devotions did exist. Saint Denis, Saint Martin, Saint Michael: saints who could be invoked ‘for France.’ Flags and war cries consolidated an imaginary. Oaths bound persons and territories. Language, dynasty, and religious tradition composed an identity triangle. In that incipient ‘French’ sensibility, the figure of a young woman who personified heavenly aid to the legitimate king could act as a powerful catalyst.

In turn, the material dimension of war generated industries. Forges for weapons and armor, workshops for fletching arrows, production of gunpowder — still rudimentary — tanneries for harnesses, carpentry for siege towers. Cities with walls invested in maintenance; villages reinforced fences. The mobility of specialized artisans followed armies. In this ecosystem, ready money — silver coins like the gros tournois, or gold like the écu — circulated with difficulty, as depreciation and coin clipping were constant temptations for royal treasuries during war. War inflation, irregular, generated discontent, sometimes mitigated by fairs where prices were adjusted. Diseases — not only plague, but dysentery, fevers — continued claiming lives, undermining the workforce.

Customary law, diverse by region, also influenced life. Inheritance regimes varied; the place of women in the transmission of goods was not uniform. In some areas, daughters inherited a portion; in others, the eldest male concentrated it. These differences were reflected in the social structure and in female economic autonomy. Likewise, local courts arbitrated daily conflicts — boundaries, debts, insults — and recourse to the lord or king was available depending on the gravity of the case. The idea of justice, though frequently violated by war, remained an expectation; it was not rare for communities to plead with the king for protection against abuses by captains or officials. That image of a ‘justiciar’ king persisted, even when reality contradicted it.

Formal education was limited. Literacy was concentrated among clerics, notaries, some burghers, and few nobles. Oral culture, in contrast, was vibrant: tales, lives of saints, chivalric romances, recited chronicles. Children learned a trade at home, workshop, or field. Girls, domestic tasks and skills that added value to the household. Morals taught in homilies and catechisms were fixed in memory through examples. This environment shaped the rhetorical capacity of a young peasant woman who, without knowing how to read or write — according to testimonies — was capable of speaking with force and coherence, relying on a memory sedimented by liturgy and oral tradition.

The climate, with its variations, affected the harvest and, consequently, politics. A rainy summer could ruin grain; a hard winter, kill livestock. Vulnerability to the elements reinforced dependence on providence. Liturgical fasts — like Lent — and those of necessity — when bread was lacking — mixed in the experience. Food was simple: bread, pottages, some meat on festivities, cheese, watered wine. Chronic scarcity ‘taught’ patience and reinforced networks of mutual aid. Ecclesiastical charity and confraternities partly sustained the social fabric. A prolonged war, by cutting roads and taxing production, exacerbated cycles of need.

Iconography also played its part. Saint Michael the archangel, weighing souls and fighting the dragon, was represented as a celestial warrior. Saint Catherine, with the wheel; Saint Margaret, with the dragon; Saint Agnes, with the lamb. These symbols populated churches and minds. A young woman who said she heard Saint Michael and saints like Catherine and Margaret was invoking familiar and powerful figures. Female saints offered a mirror of virtue and martyrdom; the archangel, a patron of just combat. This symbolic repertoire not only gave language to Joan’s experience; it opened the possibility that those who heard her would insert her story into a shared framework.

As for routes, eastern France connected with Germanic spaces and northern Italy. Italian merchants provided credit, and bankers like the Lombards operated in key cities. Wine and salt routes brought wealth to specific regions. Controlling them equated to financing troops. Iron and wood were strategic resources. Mines, few but important, fed war needs. Again, territorial control was both economic and military. He who commanded bridges and tolls commanded the war.

At the summit, the figure of the queen and princesses could tilt court balances. Arranged marriages sought to secure alliances; dowries and dowers traversed the economy of power. Intrigues were daily bread: influential counselors, favorites, declared enemies. A prince’s reputation weighed on his capacity to gather loyal followers. The court of the dauphin Charles, not particularly brilliant in resources, needed political credit; it welcomed poets, offered protection to nobles fallen into disgrace with the Anglo-Burgundian side, and sought gestures that would inflame its partisans. An unexpected and hopeful event — like the arrival of a messenger from God — could be transformed into capital.

The English, for their part, administered their conquests with variable efficiency. They appointed lieutenants, reinforced garrisons, and relied on towns favorable to them. Their propaganda insisted on the legality of the Treaty of Troyes and the ‘barbarism’ of their enemies. Language and culture — though different — were not incomprehensible to each other: nobles often spoke French; chanceries, Latin. That facilitated negotiations and judicial processes, but also intensified symbolic competition. He who could ‘tell’ the conflict better won souls.

Monasteries and cathedrals, with their Gothic architecture pointing to the sky, were more than stones. They were depositories of memory, of music — polyphonic chants — of manuscript books, of art. They were spaces where the destinies of the kingdom were pondered. Medieval political theology saw in the king a figure of order willed by God, as long as he himself obeyed justice. The sins of a monarch could bring punishment upon the people; the prayers of the people could merit clemency. This mystical-political link offered a grammar to narrate the war as a moral drama.

Military justice, for its part, tried to impose discipline: codes against indiscriminate looting, exemplary punishments, oaths. But penury and indiscipline were persistent. The ‘great companies’ — bands of demobilized soldiers — wandered and demanded ransoms. Their presence terrified the countryside. Controlling them required money and firmness. A moral authority that imposed itself in camps could work practical prodigies: minimize abuses, ensure obedience, channel violence towards military objectives. There, again, one understands why the discourse of purity and obedience could have material effects.

In a village like Domrémy, the border between the duchy of Bar and the county of Champagne made belonging a fluid matter. Communities knew their lords, but — above — the figure of the king was distant. Levies could take their men, taxes impoverish them, soldiers frighten them. Nevertheless, when asked about loyalty, many responded naturally: to the king of France, even if they did not know him. Custom and preaching wove that abstract fidelity. Hence the force of a promise: that the king would be anointed and that peace would return. Promises, in anguished times, are nourishment.

Clothing customs marked estates and genders. The adoption of male attire by a woman — as in Joan’s case — was not an innocuous anecdote: it had legal and moral connotations. Summary laws and ecclesiastical canons disciplined exterior signs, for the social order was, in part, an order of symbols. Armor and sword were emblems of the legitimate exercise of violence, monopolized by the nobility and, by function, by authorized captains. Breaking that visual coding meant, at once, transgression and message. In the precise conjuncture of 1429, that transgression could be reinterpreted as a prophetic sign.
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