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  Summary


  Sometime around 1412, Joan of Arc was born in Domremy, France. It was a small village, and Joan grew up in a peasant family. Although she was known for her skill and her hard work, she seemed fairly ordinary except for her extreme piousness. In 1425, around age 13, Joan started hearing "voices" which she claimed were the voices of Saint Catherine, Saint Margaret, and Saint Michael. She said these voices commanded her to aid the Dauphin, Charles, in his fight against England and Burgundy, and to see him crowned as the King of France at Reims. Reims was the traditional location where French kings were crowned. But because Reims was in English hands, Charles had not been able to hold a coronation ceremony yet, though his father had been dead for years.


  When Joan went to Vaucouleurs to offer her aid, she was initially laughed away. In February of 1429, however, she was granted an audience with the Dauphin. He was superstitious and in dire straits in his battle against the English and Burgundians, so he sent her with a contingent of troops to aid in the Siege of Orleans, a long stalemate in which the English had surrounded the city of Orleans with fortresses. Joan followed sudden commands from her voices and stumbled upon a battle between English and French forces. Rallying the French troops, she drove the English out of fort after fort, decisively ending the siege and earning herself popularity throughout France as the miraculous "Maid of Orleans."


  After subsequently defeating the English again at the Battle of Patay, Joan brought Charles to Reims, where he was officially crowned King Charles VII on July 17. On the way from Reims, Joan and the Duke of Alencon suggested that the French attempt to take English-controlled Paris. But after a promising first day of fighting, Charles called off the assault on Paris; he was running low on funds. He recalled the army south and disbanded much of it. Charles then named Joan and her family to French nobility, in thanks for Joan's services to France.


  Joan continued to fight for Charles's interests, but her luck had run out. In May of 1430, while holding off Burgundian troops at the Battle of Compiegne so the French townspeople could flee, Joan was captured by John of Luxembourg. Joan was so popular and such a valuable symbol to the pro-Charles side (the Armagnacs) that the English and Burgundians knew killing her immediately would cause an outrage and create a martyr. Instead, they enlisted the church to discredit her first.


  After two escape attempts, including a leap from sixty-foot tower, Joan came to trial under Bishop Pierre Cauchon for suspected heresy and witchcraft. Cauchon, who continually tried to make her admit that she had invented the voices, found her guilty of heresy. Before being handed over to secular authorities, Joan signed an abjuration admitting that her previous statements had been lies. But after a few days, she said she hadn't meant the abjuration, and she was sentenced to burn at the stake. Only nineteen, Joan was burned on May 30, 1431.


  Context


  Joan of Arc lived during the second phase of the Hundred Years' War, a protracted struggle between French and English/Burgundian factions for control of the French crown. Joan supported the Valois claimant to the throne, Charles VII. Her leadership helped win the Siege of Orleans (1429) for Charles, one of the decisive battles in the Hundred Years' War. If not for Joan of Arc's decisive leadership, the French crown might have fallen under the control of the English king, Henry VI, and the course of Western European history would have been quite different. Instead, Joan's victory opened the way to Charles's coronation at Reims and helped consolidate Charles's power. For centuries after her death, Joan remained a powerful symbol of French nationalism and pride. The legend of Joan of Arc, the heroic "Maid of Orleans," helped give France the sense of identity that propelled it into the modern era as a proud and unified nation-state. The story of Joan, changed and embellished over the centuries, played a vital role in the creation of France's national consciousness.


  An inspiration in her own time, Joan of Arc continues to inspire today. Burned at the stake on charges of heresy, Joan was acquitted by later investigations and a papal decree, and in 1920 was canonized (made a saint) by the Roman Catholic Church. A national French holiday created by Parliament that same year celebrates her life and sacrifice.


  Although Joan only lived to about nineteen years of age, she had a tremendous impact on her own time, as well as on later history and literature. She is one of the most written-about people of all time, and as a result, there is considerable debate about the details of her life. The details are all the more ambiguous because of their historical remoteness: after all, Joan lived in the 15th century (although the record of her life is surprisingly good thanks to documents from her trial at Rouen). Writers have come up with a wide variety of views on this heroic young woman: some refuse to believe that she really was a peasant from Domremy, claiming she must have been an illegitimately-born royal. Others say that she only pretended to hear the "voices" she claimed filled her head, in order to deliberately create a persona that would have power over kings, soldiers and peasants alike. Still others say that she wasn't really burned in 1431 but, thanks to a conspiracy and cover-up, lived on in hiding. Was she a saint or a lunatic, a martyr or a manipulator, an opportunistic child or a great woman? Whatever the case, Joan's life has inspired various biographies, novels and poems. Her story inspired the French population during her life, and it continues to inspire today, as the obsession with Joan of Arc continues. Each generation, more books and movies on Joan of Arc are produced in various languages, as the people of each era seek to create a version of Joan of Arc that suits their views and needs.


  Important Terms, People, and Events


  Terms


  
    Abjuration - An oath by which one renounces a previous belief or oath

  


  
    Domremy - The French village where Joan of Arc was born

  


  
    Reims - A city in northeastern France. This was the traditional place where French kings were crowned. Joan of Arc was obsessed with the need for Charles, the Dauphin, to have a formal coronation in Reims, which was controlled by Anglo-Burgundian forces at the time.

  


  
    Rouen - French city northwest of Paris, where Joan of Arc was burned at the stake

  


  People


  
    Duke of Alencon - French Duke who almost always supported Joan of Arc's ideas

  


  
    Burgundy - Philip the Good, also known as the Duke of Burgundy, or "Burgundy" for short, competed with the Valois king Charles during the Hundred Years' War for control over certain French territories. Those who supported Philip against the claims of the pro-Charles party (the Armagnac party) were called "Burgundians."

  


  
    Pierre Cauchon - The bishop of Beauvais, Pierre Cauchon presided over Joan of Arc's trial for heresy and witchcraft, resulting in her burning at the stake.

  


  
    Charles VII - French King from 1422 to 1461, during much of second phase of the Hundred Years' War. Because at the time of his father's death the traditional site of coronations, Reims, was under English control, he assumed control without being ceremonially crowned. Thus Joan of Arc called him the "Dauphin," the name for the crown p rince of France, until 1429, when the coronation finally could take place at Reims. Charles was the Valois claimant to the kingship of the War's disputed lands, and those who supported him were called "Armagnacs."

  


  
    Gilles de Rais - A wealthy nobleman who fought at Joan of Arc's side at the Siege of Orleans. Years later, Gilles de Rais managed to squander his massive fortune and was hanged after a trial for Satanism, abduction, and murdering children.
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