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Introduction


JOHN OF GAUNT, Duke of Lancaster, and in the last eight years of his life also Duke of Aquitaine, was born in 1340 and lived until 1399. Thus at his death he was quite old for someone of his generation, particularly a male engaged in warfare. Fighters of his generation rarely lived past their fiftieth birthday. Although John of Gaunt was the second surviving son of King Edward III, he inherited the Lancaster title and fabulous properties not from his father but from his father-in-law, the first Duke of Lancaster, who died in 1363.

Thereby John of Gaunt became the richest man in Western Europe who was not a crowned head (it is impossible to separate crown lands of the English and French monarchies from their personal possessions). At least three hundred lords and gentry were personally loyal, under written contracts called indentures, to the Duke of Lancaster. Gaunt had vast landholdings, especially in the north of England, and the finest house in London. He ruled over thousands of peasants.

Two of the best epic romances written between 1150 and 1400 were Lancelot, or the Knight of the Cart, written in northern France around 1180 by Chrétien de Troyes, and a work of unkown authorship called Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, written in central England around 1375. What do these works tell us about the world of John of Gaunt?

In each poem the hero pursues a perilous quest—alone, having left behind King Arthur and his Round Table. In each there are amorous adventures with beautiful women. Lancelot succumbs to the women’s charms, but Gawain does not. There are also many military adventures from which Lancelot and Gawain emerge triumphant or at least get off by fighting to a draw. Both Lancelot and Gawain return in triumph to King Arthur’s court. Running through both poems is a strain of sadomasochistic sexuality. There is a pronounced psychological sexual adventurism in both poems. This, along with the military adventures, is what grabbed the attention of the contemporaries who listened to these great romantic epics.

In many ways, John of Gaunt epitomized the ideals of these stories. In some ways, he surpassed them. In both Lancelot and Gawain the knights of the Round Table mount modest operations, simply described. The two knights go off on their lonely and perilous quests. In reality, John of Gaunt would travel only with many companions. The other difference in the mise-en-scène is that Gaunt lived in elaborate castles, such as his home base of Pontefract. He spent lavishly on décor, which was much more impressive than that of the battlements occupied by Arthur and his knights. This was the age that inaugurated the building of the elaborate French châteaus. In addition to occupying palatial mansions, the high aristocracy spent lavishly on dress and diet, and on gift-giving (especially gifts from men to women), far more so than the modest and austere world the Arthurian Round Table would allow.

Casting a dark shadow, however, was what we call the Hundred Years’ War. It really began in the 1350s and ’60s. That period was followed by thirty years or so of long truces. The war flared up again the second and third decades of the fifteenth century, to be followed by the ignominious expulsion of the English monarchy’s forces from all but one port city in France. Joan of Arc is alleged to have played a significant role in that expulsion.

Meanwhile, for long periods, much of the western third of France was ravaged by the English lords and knights. Even when there were no military campaigns under way, the French countryside and towns were heavily affected by guerrilla warfare. Why should the lavishly living aristocracy of England and France, with so much to be grateful for, have gotten involved in this almost interminable conflict? Glory and greed are what motivated the nobles to undertake a century of intermittent warfare. For glory on the battlefield, they wanted to put on elaborate armor and show their valor, even though the cost of war was beyond the resources of the English and French monarchies.

Greed entered the picture as well. The English sought to keep the French out of the wine-growing region of Gascony (Bordeaux). The English sought to dominate the textile-manufacturing cities of Flanders (Belgium). Past the dazzle of burnished steel there were strategic reasons for the Hundred Years’ War.

Beyond the glory and greed there lay the dynastic claim of Edward III to the French crown, sheer nonsense that was taken seriously by some members of the English aristocracy, including John of Gaunt.

This was John of Gaunt’s world—a society of great propertied wealth for the aristocracy, where the nobility could live very well on its income. It did so in any case, but billions of dollars were drained away in warfare. The arts and humanities, higher learning and exquisite craftsmanship played significant roles in Gaunt’s world, though this culture did not fulfill its potential because a cloud of poisonous conflict hung over English and French society.

It was a world in which the Middle Ages were passing away and the Renaissance struggled to be born. Gaunt’s world was one in which great achievements in literature and the arts were partly inhibited by aspirations to military glory and the dictates of greed. It was a world in transition, and Gaunt was its central figure.
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The greatest British historian of the Middle Ages, Sir Richard Southern (1912-2001), in his first and most influential book, The Making of the Middle Ages (1953), showed that the two creative components of medieval culture and society were the Roman Catholic Church and the aristocracy. In the final chapter of Making, Southern portrayed the transition “from epic to romance” in the twelfth century, by which he meant that the blending of aristocracy and Church was impinging on human consciousness and was giving rise to a more emotional sensibility, which in turn led to the flowering of medieval civilization.

In his last two books, Robert Grosseteste (1986) and Scholastic Humanism and the Unification of Europe (1997), Sir Richard explored intellectual movements within the Church in the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries that followed from the integration of aristocracy and Church.

The Last Knight focuses on the other side of Southern’s original polarity of Church and aristocracy. It is an attempt to explore the aristocracy of the fourteenth century through the life and times of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster. Through studying Gaunt, we find that the world of the late fourteenth century at all levels of society and with regard to many facets of culture and politics opens up for us as through a prism. Gaunt was the last great aristocrat of the Middle Ages. After his death the European world begins to change in dramatic ways and history moves into the era of Renaissance or Early Modern Times.

Like the elite in all societies, including our own, Gaunt had to respond to challenges appearing on the horizon in peace and war, in politics and the economy, in religion and the arts. Studying Gaunt is an entry point to the complex world of the later Middle Ages. Knowing Gaunt allows us to understand the social and cultural structure of late medieval England, to see how components of that structure melded and functioned integrally.

The elites in all societies, whether the high aristocracy of the Middle Ages or the billionaire American capitalists of today, have to make important decisions with respect to the wealth and power they control. These decisions are heavily conditioned by family, class, and intellectual traditions. Yet the elites encounter new circumstances and novel challenges, and how they respond to these innovations is critical for social stability.

By their very nature elites tend to be conservative of prevailing institutions and ideas. But that does not mean they can avoid interacting with change or providing the means by which elements of the old world can mesh with novel trends. When elites do not perform these accommodating services, revolution is the result. When elites do their job, society makes adjustments but continues to function effectively.
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The origins of the aristocracy of which John of Gaunt was a prime exemplar go back to the period between A.D. 800 and 1000. This was the time when the short-lived empire of Charlemagne, the Carolingian empire, which embraced France, western Germany, and northern Italy, was disintegrating because of attacks from the Scandinavian Vikings to the north, the Asiatic Magyars (Hungarians) to the east, and the Muslim Arabs to the south and east.

Since the emperor of the Latin Christian world of Western Europe could no longer protect many of the lords and peasants of the West from this three-pronged invasion, they turned to more local officials, previously appointed by the Carolingian emperor, called dukes and counts. A duke was originally a local military leader; a count was a supervisor of legal matters in a locality.

By 900 the terms “duke” and “count” meant the same thing: a hereditary great landlord who exercised protection and control over a region. To the dukes and counts the ordinary lords in the region owed loyalty, promising to love what the duke or count loved and hate what the duke or count hated. In practice this meant military service, rents, and taxes owed to the duke or count. In return, as he sometimes kissed the lesser lord on the mouth (the “kiss of peace”) in an elaborate ceremony, the duke or count promised to protect and help the lesser lord as his “vassal.” In origin the word vassus meant simply “boy.” The vassals were the “boys” who gathered around a duke or count and fought for him.

The vassals wore tunics of chain mail supplemented by breastplates and open-faced helmets. They learned to fight on horseback—this was made easier by the introduction of the stirrup. The duke or count was responsible for providing the vassals’ armor and horse, free meals in his castle, and a place to sleep in front of the fireplace in his dining hall. He also provided unlimited amounts of beer, ale, and mead (fermented honey). The vassals were essentially companions of and fighters for the duke or count.

A grant of land from the duke or count to his vassal was often part of the deal. It was set down in an elaborate document called a charter, written on parchment (prepared sheep-skin). The crux of the ceremony of vassalage was in the lesser lord kneeling before the duke or count, swearing his fealty (loyalty) and homage (obedience); then a two-handed handshake was exchanged between the duke or count on the one side and the vassal-lord on the other.

These arrangements, which lawyers later called feudal, gave the duke or count great military, legal, and political power. The obedience and loyalty of the duke or count to the Carolingian emperor became more nominal and intermittent.

By A.D. 950 the vestiges of the Carolingian empire had vanished and the dukes and counts had gained a high degree of wealth, prestige, power, and autonomy. In the eastern half of the Carolingian empire, between the Rhine and the Elbe, the dukes of Saxony in the north made claim to the imperial title. In the west, in France, the counts of Paris took the title of king. But in neither case did these titular claims interfere with the rise of the new aristocracy of hereditary dukes and counts.

In the twelfth century members of the new aristocracy had to accommodate themselves to the ambitions of French kings and German emperors. The responses of the dukes and counts varied greatly from one noble to another and from one decade to another and were heavily influenced by the personal political skills of individual monarchs.

In 1180 the German emperor’s power over the dukes and counts in his territory was strongly entrenched. By 1250 the emperor’s power was at best nominal. In 1150 the kings in Paris were still, in effect, only counts of the principality in and around Paris. By 1225 the Parisian kings dominated the north of France and were beginning to exercise ambitions in the south.

Meanwhile, other factors besides these political ones affected the life of the aristocracy. The spread of literacy to the courts turned the word “court” from a purely legal term to one that also had a social meaning. A code of civilized behavior developed for the aristocracy.

Another factor was the rise in the value of real estate owned by the dukes and counts. Whatever their relationship to an emperor or king, the high noble families became phenomenally wealthy, as real estate prices steadily inflated between 1150 and 1280 as the population tripled or quadrupled. The term “aristocrat” now signified a very wealthy landed person of distinguished lineage and also distinctly civilized behavior.

Severe limitations on the expansion of European aristocracies also affected political and social development. The Latin Christian elite succeeded in reconquering Iberia and Sicily from the Muslims, but attempts to establish European principalities in the eastern Mediterranean met with only partial and temporary success.

The First Crusade of 1095 gained Jerusalem and a significant part of what is today the state of Israel. None of the succeeding six Crusades was able to stave off the inexorable Muslim reconquest in the eastern Mediterranean. Fifty years after Jerusalem was taken by French crusaders in 1095, the Holy City was again in Muslim hands, and it remained so until 1917. By 1290 the last stronghold of the European aristocracy in the Middle East, the fortress of Acre on the sea in what is now northern Israel, was again taken by the Muslims.

The failure of the Crusades to establish permanent European aristocratic enclaves in the Muslim world greatly affected the politics of Western Europe between 1150 and 1450. Unable to push outward to establish colonies in the eastern Mediterranean, the kings and nobles were left to fight each other over contested lands inside Western Europe. The Germans tried to conquer northern Italy. The English and French fought over control of the western third of France.

With a renewed close attention to the history and literature of ancient Rome in the twelfth century, the medieval aristocracy saw itself mirrored in the accounts of the ancient Roman nobility. Some made doubtful claims to direct descent from the ancient Roman aristocracy. These specious historical claims were part of an effort to give clear identity to an aristocracy that was differentiating itself from the mass of ordinary knights or gentry who served as vassals of the great lords.

The historicizing ideology that harked back to Rome had little impact. What counted in the crystallization of aristocracy were more pragmatic interests, such as the grant of an inheritable title of duke or count by a Carolingian emperor, supplemented by grants of high titles by later monarchs. The holding of great tracts of land was also important, and it allowed for a degree of social mobility—very wealthy uppermiddle class gentry could sometimes gain aristocratic title. Serving as frontier chieftains on the borders of England and Scotland, or on the eastern German frontiers against the Slavs, was another route into the titular aristocracy. After 1300 such social mobility became more rare, although it was not entirely blocked off, as even merchants and bankers sometimes made their way into the entitled aristocracy.

In the fourteenth century members of the European aristocracy stressed their bloodlines as descendants of the companions of Charlemagne or some other famous king, such as William the Conqueror of England. The aristocrats, partly in response to the existence of hundreds of thousands of ambitious, socially mobile ordinary knights, saw themselves as more of a closed caste.

An emotional aura now surrounded the high aristocracy, drawing upon cultural and literary developments.

John of Gaunt stood at the very top of the European aristocracy of his day, in the late fourteenth century. His royal bloodline, his vast estates, and his ducal title defined his top-level social status. But there was something beyond his tangible and definable assets. Gaunt was Gaunt, a brand name, like Rockefeller, Murdoch, or Agnelli today.
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Like bearers of the great capitalist names of today, Gaunt symbolized not only wealth but a particular culture. He stood for something in the world of the fourteenth century simply by being Gaunt. Therefore he is a key entry point into what the aristocracy of his day was like.

Scrutinizing Gaunt allows us to learn much not only about war and property, but also about women, entertaining, government, diet, religion, and the arts. Focusing on John of Gaunt allows us to uncover the aristocratic world at the end of the Middle Ages.

Between the late 1940s and early 1960s the American novelist John O’Hara, in a series of novels—Ten North Frederick, From the Terrace, The Lockwood Concern—depicted wealthy people. Although O’Hara was dealing with a class slightly below that of the top stratum of American society, he has many acute observations on how his people functioned, particularly on how the families tried to preserve their wealth and status beyond the first successful generation.

Gaunt benefited from the medieval world’s mechanism for transmitting inherited wealth and power and from a considerably more static class structure than anything the modern West knows. But a few days on the campus of Princeton University—which at its core has not changed since I was a graduate student and teacher there for eight years in the 1950s—and perusal of the “Sunday Styles” section of the New York Times will disabuse anyone of the notion that there is an absolute difference between the very rich in the medieval world and in our own. Perhaps the changes have been greatest at the level of the working class, in that today’s American billionaire capitalists find their most downtrodden and malleable workers in the factories of East Asia and Latin America, rather than in the local peasantry.
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William Shakespeare, in Richard II, left us an impression of John of Gaunt that is indelible. (I was fortunate to see the play at Oxford in 1955, with Paul Scofield in the leading role.) Shakespeare presents Gaunt as old and doddering, but he also puts into Gaunt’s mouth the most patriotic speech in the English language. To Shakespeare’s Gaunt, England is “this sceptre’d isle … This other Eden, demi-paradise.”

A second literary depiction of Gaunt is in a best-selling novel, Katherine (1954), by American writer Anya Seton. The lengthy novel is about Gaunt’s relationship with his mistress and third wife, Catherine Swynford. Swynford comes across as a vigorous, beautiful, loving, and very intelligent woman. Gaunt comes across as a perfect knight, a gentleman, but somewhat colorless. It is obvious that Seton had in mind Clark Gable’s portrayal of Rhett Butler in the 1939 film Gone With the Wind.

In the third volume (1962) of Thomas B. Costain’s best-selling swashbuckling four-volume history of the Planta-genets, Gaunt gets short shrift: “Then there was John of Gaunt, suave, cultured, with great ambition, but lacking in the resolution that is the first of the great Plantagenet traits and thus is condemned to a rather shabby role in history.” It is Gaunt’s elder brother Edward the Black Prince who gets all the guts-and-glory in Costain’s view. Costain artfully reinforces in this fictionalized history the image and information his readers already have about the Middle Ages.

There have been two efforts at a major scholarly biography of Gaunt in the twentieth century, both by English writers. The first, in 1904, was by Sydney Armitage-Smith, who after four hundred pages comes to a somewhat nebulous conclusion: “Gaunt remained true to the ethical standard of society as he knew it.”

Anthony Goodman (1992) sees that Gaunt’s “lifestyle provided one of the most notable examples of that multifaceted conspicuous consumption characteristic of princely European families in the fourteenth century.” I agree with this statement. Goodman sees Gaunt as mainly a political figure, a hard-working administrator. “He was the later medieval noble who most notably upheld royal authority.”

I do not see any of these projections of Gaunt, from William Shakespeare through Anya Seton, Thomas B. Costain, Sydney Armitage-Smith, and Anthony Goodman, as wrong, even if I might quibble a bit with each portrait. History and biography and historical fiction are imaginative presentations of points of view, shaped by the author’s own frame of mind and by the social and cultural context in which the author wrote.

Mine could be called a sociological approach. It places Gaunt in the social, economic, religious, and political structures of his lifetime and seeks to suggest why these structures came into existence and how they functioned. I am also interested in eliciting Gaunt’s character and personal life, which is not an easy thing to do for a medieval figure, giving the sparse nature of medieval sources.

Gaunt also inevitably comes up in the three best biographies of Geoffrey Chaucer, by Donald R. Howard (1987), Paul Strohm (1989), and Derek Pearsall (1992), but these eminent scholars cannot agree on the extent and significance of the relationship between the Duke and the poet. My account is closest to Howard’s.

K. B. McFarlane’s much-admired 1952 biography of John Wyclif does very little to illuminate Gaunt’s relationship with the theologian and Oxford don. I have explored that relationship more closely.

There is a need for a study of Gaunt as a person and as someone involved in key aspects of the world of late-fourteenth century England and Europe. I have tried to respond to that need, addressing lay readers and students, but drawing on the substantial research done on the era in recent years.





CHAPTER ONE
Old Europe
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TO SEE HOW JOHN of Gaunt epitomized the height of the Middle Ages, the flowering of the period just prior to modernity, requires an understanding of the conditions that produced his era. The political and social system that developed in the period 800-1100 was successful in providing a structure with which security, stability, and economic growth occurred. Legal relationships by and large preceded security and economic growth. Feudalism was stable in the twelfth century because a nexus of judicial relationships provided for a degree of balance and harmony and allowed other components of medieval society and culture to develop.

Climatic conditions were favorable as well. Europeans were fortunate in that a warming trend developed between 1150 and 1280, leading to a longer growing season for cereal crops and an increased food supply.

Europeans were also lucky that their society was free from pandemic disease in the period from the ninth century to the middle of the fourteenth.

Another factor in the rise of Europe was of the Europeans’ own making. At the Church’s urging they learned to keep their ambitions and aggression under control. The thirteenth century was the time of the longest era of peace before the nineteenth century. There were no major wars in Western Europe between 1214 and 1296. Widespread prosperity accompanied increasing legal order and political stability.

Then came the fourteenth century, the new age of war, disease, and colder climate.

A great American medieval historian, Joseph R. Strayer of Princeton, was fond of saying, “If Europe could survive the fourteenth century, it could survive anything.” Barbara Tuch-man, in her best-selling book A Distant Mirror (1978), likened the fourteenth century to the disastrous twentieth century.

What was this European civilization of the early fourteenth century? Part of the answer lies in how Europeans then referred to their civilization. They called it Latin Christendom. It had two international institutions: the Roman Catholic Church and the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, stretching from the Rhine to the Elbe.

Behind this façade of internationalism, however, lay ethnic nationalism and an intense localism. The papacy, its seat relocated from Rome to Avignon since the first decade of the fourteenth century, was under the thumb of the French monarchy. Many bishops and some abbots were as rich as the pope.

The Holy Roman Empire, founded by Frederick I, called Barbarossa, in the 1160s, was not a political entity. It had broken up into many separate states. Whoever held the title of Emperor was only as strong as his family’s territorial resources allowed. He could be very strong in Bohemia (today the Czech Republic), like Charles IV, or in Austria, like the Hapsburg dynasty, but relatively weak a couple of hundred miles outside his own kingdom or duchy.

The Iberian Peninsula, once united under Roman rule, in 1300 stood divided into six principalities—five Christian and one (Granada in the southeast) Muslim. The division reflected the chaotic reconquest of Iberia from the Muslim lords between 1100 and 1300.

The three most important of the Iberian states were Aragon, on the Mediterranean; Portugal, on the west coast of the peninsula; and Castile, in the middle.

Portugal, a quiet land, is still independent of Spain and speaks a somewhat different Iberian dialect. Castile was famous for its fierce nobility, its dynastic quarrels, and the excellent wool its millions of sheep produced. It had an outlet to the sea but had done little to cultivate this advantage by 1300.

Aragon was the jewel of the peninsula. It was rich from its Mediterranean trade. Its great city of Barcelona is still by far the most beautiful in Spain. Aragon was closely tied to Sicily by trade, cuisine, and sometimes politics.

In 1300 the French Capetian monarchy centered in Paris effectively controlled 80 percent of what is today France. In 1314 the Capetian family that had ruled Paris since 987 died out and the crown passed to their Valois cousins. The sinews of royal administration and taxation, built up for a century and a half, were immediately loosened.

The early Valois kings were lazy, foolish, effete, or mad. Since the second half of the thirteenth century, princes of the royal family had been granted “appanages,” quasiautonomous territories, such as Burgundy. Some of these appanaged princes, such as the Duke of Brittany, traded off their loyalty to the French Crown and temporarily allied with the English king.

By Gaunt’s lifetime the Valois king in Paris controlled only the eastern two-thirds of what is today France, and that territory not very effectively because of the weakening of the bonds of royal administration. Even the burghers in Paris threatened the stability of the French monarchy. The monarchy’s courtly scene was glorious, its political situation precarious for many decades.

Italy had one large political entity, the kingdom of Naples and Sicily in the south. Northern Italy was divided among city-states—Venice, Florence, Milan, Genoa, Rome, and a couple of dozen smaller and weaker ones.

The British Isles, too, were divided. The King of England ruled Wales and some of eastern Ireland, but Scotland was independent. Scotland was an impoverished country given to endless battles over the crown among the leading families. Lowland Scotland had some agriculture, but the chief factor in the Scottish economy was incessant raiding of northern English cities and ranches. The Scots were a nation of cattle rustlers and horse thieves. There was no law north of Edinburgh and little below it until the English border was reached. The Scottish Crown was propped up by funding from the French monarchy, its traditional ally against England.

Europe was a highly fragmented political world. Latin Christendom was an ideal culture or a linguistic block. It was not an international political system. Furthermore, it was lacking in a common political vision. The drive that the mendicant friars had brought to the Church in the thirteenth century had spent its force by the fourteenth. The Franciscans, who had charmed and persuaded Europe in the thirteenth century, were now internally divided over the issue of poverty. The Spiritual Franciscans, the order’s radical wing, who sought solace in the poverty of the earliest church, were condemned by the papacy as heretics.

A force for change in Western Europe was the emergence of two highly urbanized areas, Belgium and northern Italy. Here, as well as in London and Paris, merchant princes exercised power and influence. But except in Venice and Florence these commercial capitalists had not yet developed a political consciousness or a plan of public action.

In Venice and particularly Florence, merchant families such as the Medici took over the running of government, often competing with one another for power in a highly factious situation. As a way of establishing their identity, the merchant families were strong supporters of scholars, philosophers, painters, and sculptors who were fashioning a revival of classical humanism, distinguishing themselves by slowly separating from the medieval scholastic world that prevailed in the north.

What this incipient Renaissance stressed was the opening of elementary and secondary schools that taught writing in the mode of imperial Rome, 50 B.C.-A.D.200, and the reading of the Latin literature of that era. Scholars under the patronage of the merchant families scoured the monastic, cathedral, and university libraries for better texts of Cicero, Horace, Ovid, and Virgil. In Florence Platonism became fashionable again and competed with university Aristotelianism. The long scholastic treatise was challenged by the short rhetorical essay. The more objective and naturalistic classical view of the human body was emulated by painters and sculptors.

When John of Gaunt died in 1399, this neoclassical humanism was just beginning to have an impact on English and French culture. By 1450 the impact would be highly visible.

Divisions within Christendom were not the only reason for the violence of the fourteenth century. A dark cloud looming over Latin Christendom was the Muslim Ottoman Turkish empire-sultanate in the eastern Mediterranean, including Asia Minor (the Asian part of Turkey today). The Turks bypassed besieged Constantinople, the Eastern Christian fortress on the Bosphorus—they did not take it until 1453—and had begun to penetrate the Balkans. That is how Bosnia became Muslim. In the mid-fourteenth century a group of Latin Christian nobles launched a Crusade against the Ottoman Turks to prevent their advance into Greece. In northern Greece, at Necropolis, the Turks decimated the Latin army, and Greece would be ruled by the Turks until the nineteenth century.

The Turkish army was a highly disciplined and well-armed company of mercenaries. The Turks struck fear into the hearts of the Europeans, who talked about another Crusade but did nothing. Instead, the Latin nobles joined a Crusade against the hapless pagan Wends (Slavs) in eastern Germany. In the early seventeenth century the tide of Muslim advance would reach the gates of Vienna before it was stopped with the help of a Polish king.

Poland in the late Middle Ages and in the sixteenth century was conjoined into a dual kingdom with Lithuania to form an important military and political entity. Poland became the golden land of the Jews, whose commercial, banking, and managerial skills were of great help to the monarchy and nobility.

Scandinavia was dominated by the militaristic, expansionist kingdom of Sweden and by the German commercial cities on the Baltic, like Rostock and Hamburg, that made up the autonomous Hanseatic League. The Hanseatic League built a maritime empire on the herring trade.
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The most effective institution in the old Europe of Latin Christendom was the university. There were a dozen universities, headed by the University of Paris. Although the majority of students were seeking to become lawyers, the most distinguished faculty, and one that comprised the most intellectual resources, was that of theology and philosophy. It demanded of students a complete mastery of the Bible; of classical philosophy, especially Aristotle; and of the canon law of the Church. It took sixteen years to get a doctorate in theology at Paris.

The weakness of the university was that it was largely cut off from the concerns of society. It had nothing to say about the economy and very little about the class system. Its most applied discipline, medicine, relied exclusively on textbooks from the ancient world. The university had no perception that its faculty might do something to increase the low agricultural yield per acre. Even political theory was a collection of bromides about good kings and tyrants.

But the university did demand of its few advanced students (there were a great many dropouts) immense learning and a very high degree of literacy in Latin, normally demonstrated in scholastic dialectical argument.

There was an intellectual base in the university for what would become the scientific revolution of the sixteenth century. There was interest and some progress in physics, but the development of the natural sciences was kept back by a limited knowledge of algebra—a deficiency that was not overcome until the sixteenth century.

Frustrated by this deficiency in mathematics, overwhelmed by the load of learning demanded of the students, by the mid-fifteenth century some Parisian masters were looking longingly at the humanistic movement in northern Italy, which stressed a simplifying rhetoric and ethics rather than the old scholasticism.

Just as the river valleys continued to sustain the lords and peasants who had been growing grain there since 800, scholasticism continued to provide most of the intellectual fare in the late medieval university.

Medieval universities were well attended. Oxford University had 3,000 students in 1310. In 1954 the student population had increased to only 7,500, of whom 20 percent were now women (a percentage unlike that in any medieval university).

Certainly not more than 5 percent of the student body endured until receiving the doctorate in theology or philosophy. Most students dropped out earlier, having mastered enough theology, philosophy, and canon law to qualify for a position as a cathedral canon (priest or official) with a prebend (tenured endowment).

Cathedral canons had the best jobs in the late medieval church—high-paying, secure for a lifetime, only moderately burdensome, and attainable after five to ten years of university education. No wonder the ranks of the cathedral canons were full of the sons of wealthy gentry and the bastard offspring of the aristocracy.

Every era gets the cathedral it deserves. The preeminent new cathedral of the fourteenth century was the immense, ugly, ungainly, overdecorated cathedral of Cologne. Its walls were so thick that centuries later it survived Allied bombing raids in the Second World War, when every building for miles around was leveled.

The cathedral canons of Cologne were well educated and leisured. They gave little or no thought to the problems of old Europe. They lived a cloistered, segregated, and selfish life, much like Ivy League professors today.

The hardest-working people in this old Europe, except for the peasants in the field, or the textile workers of Ghent or Florence, were the bureaucrats who worked for kings, dukes, and counts. Some of them had the same university education as cathedral canons. But the majority had been trained in one of three specialized secular law schools: Bologna, in northern Italy; Montpellier, in southern France; or the Inns of Court, in London. Bologna and Montpellier taught Roman law derived directly from the codex of the sixth-century Byzantine emperor Justinian I. The Inns of Court taught a mixture of English feudal law and Roman law.
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