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Introduction

TERRY'S DAD USED THE WORD ‘medieval’ as a term of abuse: “That plumbing
is positively medieval,” he'd say. It was a word that people used about
anything that didn’t work very well or that was barbaric. Even today’s
newspapers talk about ‘cruelty that is truly medieval'.

In this book we’re not trying to prove that there was no such thing
as cruelty in the Middle Ages or that we've lost out on some beautiful
experience by introducing flushing lavatories. But we would like to re-
adjust the spectacles through which we view the medieval world. And the
first thing you might notice, when you try on these new spectacles of ours,
is that the ‘medieval world’ itself starts to vanish — or at least becomes
remarkably blurred. Not a very good start for a new pair of specs, you
might think...

MIDDLE AGES? WHAT MIDDLE AGES?

‘MEDIEVAL' MEANS BELONGING TO THE MIDDLE AGES. Of course, nobody then
thought of the period as the Middle Ages. For them — as for everyone who
has ever lived - they were living in the modern world.

The idea that there was a ‘middle time’ that separated that modern
world from antiquity first appears in a letter from a Renaissance bishop in
1469. Giovanni Andrea, like many of his contemporaries, was so besotted
with the splendours of ancient Greece and Rome that he thought the
classical world was the only basis for civilization. He took pride in the fact
that his own world was returning to its values, and was therefore at pains to
distinguish it from the media tempesta (middle time) — that bleak interlude
between then and ‘now’ when the world was deep in dirt and ignorance.

Of course, we could tell him that he was himself living in the Middle
Ages, poor deluded chap.

The phrase ‘middle ages’ first turned up in English in the seventeenth
century, and right from the start it carried with it a judgement — it was
never just a chronological expression — and that judgement is the same
today as it was in the seventeenth century: from the fourth century AD (or
was it the fifth? or sixth?) until the Renaissance, Europe was sunk in feudal

superstitious ignorance that needs to be consigned to the dustbin of

-
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history. Medieval people, we are invited to suppose,lived out their lives in
a kind of fairy tale, unaware of science or real learning, under the tyrannical
rule of feudal overlords. .

Nowadays we tend to divide this epoch into the "Dark Ages’, which
in England apparently ended in 1066, and the ‘Middle Ages’, which lasted
until the crown landed on the head of a Henry Tudor in 1485. But even
though this is today enshrined in school and university syllabuses, we
should beware of thinking of it as a ‘fact’. It isn’t a fact at all. It's simply a
convenient division — an invention of historians.

Of course, historical ‘periods’ can be useful. Historians argue about the
significance and reality of decisive moments, turning points in history, but it
seems absurd to deny that there are real instances of change, when nothing
will be the same again, and which force us to think of the past in ‘periods’.
The Battle of Hastings in 1066 was such a moment in the history of England.

There is an entire academic industry devoted to demonstrating that
feudalism existed in England before 1066, that William I changed few of
the laws of England, that warfare was not so very different before and after

the invasion, that in fact England was little changed by the Norman
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Conquest. But we all know in our bones that something fundamental did
change when Harold fell.

At least half, and perhaps three-quarters, of the male aristocracy of
England perished between 1066 and 1070. Their families were dis-
possessed, and many of their widows and daughters fled to nunneries to
avoid being forced into marriage with William’s followers. LLondon burned,
and many other towns were partly demolished. The agricultural economy
was laid waste over huge areas, and in the North repression left nothing
but famine, reducing people to cannibalism.

This was a moment of irrevocable change; the Conquest would not
be undone. England was permanently removed from the Scandinavian
orbit and bound to France. There were some who tried to reverse this.
Waltheof, Earl of Northumbria, was executed in 1076 for supporting
Danish plots to drive William out. He failed; the clock would not be
turned back.

Waltheof’s skald (bard), Thorkill, wrote a lament in Old Norse:

William crossed the cold channel and
reddened the bright swords and now
he has betrayed noble Earl Waltheof

It is true that killing in England will be a
long time ending

The end of our ‘period’ is more debatable. There is no comparable moment
of change 400 or 500 years later. The defeat of Richard III and the victory
of Henry Tudor at Bosworth on 22 August 1485 certainly put an end to
the long struggle between the houses of York and Lancaster for the throne
of England, and established a new dynasty which was able to rule with
reinforced authority. But it hardly compares with 1066, when the entire
land suffered wholesale subjection to new men with new ways and a
different language.

However, there was one moment when everything changed irre-
versibly. It came in 1536, with Henry VIII's suppression of the religious
houses — the monasteries. In 1066, William [ had given over a quarter of
the land in England to the Church. His conquest bound the country not
only to France but also to Rome.

By the time of the Dissolution there were about 550 religious houses
in England, and the monks in them were referred to as ‘the pope’s army’.

The whole of Europe was changing rapidly, and the break-up of
the one universal Church was the most powerful symbol of that change.

9
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In England, the Dissolution of the Monasteries was its visible and dramatic
product. The whole religious infrastructure was transformed; the Church
of England that emerged would produce a very different society from that
produced by the Church of Rome.

Western Europe was already well on the way to developing distinct
national states, and the break with Rome confirmed that process in
England. On a political level, in a country that had been conquered by
William under a papal banner, Rome was now stripped of any authority. In
terms of language, in a country where Latin had been the language of
learning and French the language of power, the vernacular had taken over.
The divergence of English law and custom from that of the Continent,
which had been developing steadily over centuries, was now finalized by
the elimination of the Pope’s jurisdiction from canon law. For a few vears,
England retained a tiny foothold on the continent of Europe at Calais, but
the English Channel had become a much broader sea than in the past, and
‘abroad’ a far more foreign place than it had been before.

A long era had truly com# to an end.

WHO WERE MEDIEVAL PEOPLE?

HAVING ESTABLISHED, FOR THE SAKE OF CONVENIENCE, that our ‘Middle
Ages' (which never existed as an entity) was the period from 1066 to
1536, we have to recognize that we are talking about 470 years.

This is about as long as the time between the end of the Middle Ages
and the present day.

Obviously, in such a long period things change. People in the mid-
cleventh century inhabited a very different world from that of the carly
sixteenth, and did not live out lives that were always the same against an
unchanging backdrop. So the very idea of telling stories of ‘medieval lives’
needs to be taken with a pinch of salt.

But, given the right amount of salt, we should find that we can strip
away the mythology of medievalism and enter a world in which people’s
lives seem remarkably familiar = a world where decisions were made about
social and political issues that still impact profoundly on us today.
\‘lll]‘plll‘.l WY l]l(' m\‘lhnlng\' \\'i” '.11.\0 u”m\‘ s 1o glim[‘.\'\‘ ]lu\\' mu(h we
have lost by dumping centuries of art, argument, thought, literature and
discovery into that catch-all ‘medieval’ dustbin. Some wonderful things
have been truly lost, and we would be better off recovering them.

Of all the changes between 1066 and 1536 perhaps the least



Left: In the eleventh
century, workers on
the land were shown
as desperately poor,
with shoes a rather
rare luxury. This
world vanished
within 200 years.

significant was the size of population. There were about two million
people in England in 1066 and about three million in 1535. There had
been four million to five million in Roman Britain, and about 1300 the
population rose to some six million, but famine, disease (including the
Black Death) and the changing patterns of families’ working lives halved

this by 1450, and recovery was slow.

But who the two or three million people of our period were, and
where and how they lived, changed very greatly. Snapshots of the kingdom
at each of those two dates, 1066 and 1536, show two utterly different
worlds.

In the middle of the eleventh century barely 10 per cent of the
population lived in towns. A community qualified as a ‘town’ in Domesday
Book if it had more than 2,000 inhabitants, and there were only 18 such
communities. Even London was tiny — perhaps no bigger than present-day
Sittingbourne. England was an entirely agricultural country, and its bishops
were based in villages.

It was also a society in which wealth was concentrated in the hands of
even fewer people than it is today. Analysis of the Domesday survey reveals
that about 10 per cent of the island’s inhabitants were slaves — people who
were bought and sold and who could not own property. The labouring
classes above them (cottars, bordars, villeins), who made up 75 per cent of
the population, were unfree, obliged to perform service on their lords’
lands. Five per cent of this society owned everything, landwise.

11
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The Norman invasion made the divisions in English society even

more pronounced than they had been.

There was virtually no literacy outside the Church, and such books as
were produced were laboriously hand-copied in monasteries. The ruling
class had neither language nor culture in common with those below them.

The country lived under a form of martial law, in which whole communities

were held responsible if a member of the occupying power was killed.

By the early sixteenth century, however, this was all ancient history.
Slavery was long gone, villeinage had, for practical purposes, disappeared
and the land was worked by free farmers who paid rent. Towns were now
significant urban centres, with their own charters and independent
oligarchic democracies The towns were already old, and many people saw
the corporations that ran them as ossified defenders of ancient privileges,
hlocking mdustrial imitiative.

For there were, indeed, new industrial developments that were already
making England prosperous, but they were to be found in the countryside or

m unothcal, unincorporated towns,



London had become a major city, and its
population was dominated by artisans, tradesmen
and educated professionals involved with the
court and the law. About 60 per cent of its
citizens could read, and there was a ready market
for printed books.

England was a very legalistic society, ready
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to go to court at the drop of a hat. Even the poor
could use the law against the rich. Proceedings
were in English, and trial by jury was well

established.

Our story is not about a long period in which

nothing much changed, but about how the
England of 1066 turned into that of the early
sixteenth century, a story of lives lived in a world
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that was in a constant state of change.

HOW THE RENAISSANCE CREATED 'THE MIDDLE AGES’

WELL INTO THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY English architects were still cheerfully Above: The Tower
refining and developing what was then the modern style of architecture - of London was
originally built

_ by William the
three or four centuries. But modernity was, paradoxically, somewhat out of Conqueror as a
date. On the Continent, fashion had turned the clock back to imitate the fortress near the
burned ruins of
London. It was later
to 1’(’(7””(’ o )'U_\'(ll

the soaring, light and airy Gothic that had been all the rage for the last

antique styles of ancient Greece and Rome. The Renaissance was not a
new, fresh start — it was backward-looking and conservative.

In the end it proved irresistible, even in the somewhat marginalized palace in a city that
kingdom of England. In rejecting the recent in favour of the antique, the ;"““ '1]“' core of the
x’l]l}:( OIn.

Renaissance constructed a mental bridge that reached back to the Roman
Empire, without having to paddle in the swamp that lay between. That
swamp became the Middle Ages:

The Renaissance invented the Middle Ages in order to define itself; the Enlightenment perpetuated
them in order to admire itself; and the Romantics revived them in order to escape from themselves. In
their widest ramifications ‘the Middle Ages’ thus constitute one of the most prevalent cultural myths
of the modern world.*

The Renaissance, it should be said, is a term almost as meaningless as
‘medieval’, though it does have the merit of being used by people who

*Brian Stock, Listening for the text. 13
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actually lived at the time. The word was coined by the fourteenth-century
Italian poet Petrarch, who condemned those who lived between the fall of
Rome and his own time as the inhabitants of a Dark Age: ‘Although they
had nothing of their own to hand down to those who were to come after,
they robbed posterity of its ancestral heritage.” By the time England caught
up with the Renaissance, in the mid-sixteenth century, it was essentially
over. Historians have proposed that the Italian Renaissance came to the
end of its run on 6 May 1527, when Spanish troops looted Rome.

But the idea of a middle age of darkness and ignorance had been
launched on the world, and it did not go away. According to Jacob
Burckhardt’s celebrated book, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy,
published in 1860, medieval people were not even individual human
beings, but existed only as members of some corporate group. One section
is entitled ‘The Development of the Individual’. The English writer John
Addington Symonds, whose huge work Renaissance in Italy was published
later in the century, thought the history of the modern world was a history
of freedom, and that achievirg this freedom had required a sudden leap
torward out of the darkness and bondage of the Middle Ages into the
glorious light of the Renaissance.

The Romantics of the nineteenth century began to be intrigued by
what they saw as the mysterious glow and gloom of the Middle Ages and,
dressed in interesting flowing robes and mocked-up suits of armour, went
exploring there with candles. They came back with tales.and paintings
of a magical, fairy-tale world of knights in shining armour and wan
Idamisels in distress, of bold outlaws and Bad Kings, of alchemists in league
with the devil and saintly holy men, of downtrodden peasants and cunning
minstrels.

In this fantasy land there was no sense of historical change; the
medieval world was essentially timeless. The lack of individual identity
which Burckhardt had claimed as a mark of medievalism meant it was
convenient and helpful to understand this place in terms of stereotypes.
And those stereotypes have become standardized and generalized to the
pomt where everyone now ‘knows’ what it was like to live in medieval
England. An unholy alliance of nineteenth-century novelists and painters
with twentieth-century movie-makers has created a period of history that
never existed

This book sets out to examine and deconstruct some of those stereo-
types, and replace them with real people living in a changing world. The
realiny of those 400-odd years s far more interesting, surprising, moving

and disturbing than the stereotype landscape



The strange ‘maps’ of the world — the so-called mappae mundi — that
thirteenth-century map-makers created, carry images of a world populated
by creatures with their heads in their chests or big feet over their heads -
but this does not mean the map-makers actually lived in such a world.
Nineteenth-century imaginers of medieval England often took the material

of the past too literally and ended up constructing their own fantasies.

In a quite comical recent book, The Lord’s First Night, Alain Boureau
investigated the truth of the old story that a feudal lord had the right to
sleep with the bride of a vassal on her wedding night. From The Marriage
of Figaro to Mel Gibson’s Braveheart, this has been the ultimate symbol of
feudal barbarism. Of course, it is a complete fantasy — like the chastity
belts knights are supposed to have locked on to their wives when they
went on crusade.

But this droit de seigneur was certainly mentioned in medicval
sources. It was described as an ancient custom, in the fourteenth century
when supporters of the king raised it as a spectre to rally public opinion
against local lords.

Which just goes to show, you should not believe everything you read
in books.

Above: Part of the
Mappa Mundi in
Hereford Cathedral.
This section shows
a landscape of the
mind which was
never intended as a
literal geography of
the world.
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Peasant

EING A PEASANT during the Middle Ages must quality as one of
the worst jobs in history — but then we're only guessing because the

peasants didn’t leave much record of their lives. Except once, in
the summer of 1381, when they left an indelible mark on the history of
England.

It was quite astonishing. From out of nowhere, it seemed, tens of
thousands of ‘peasants’ converged on London. Twvo large armed bodies of
‘commoners and persons of the lowest grade from Kent and Essex™ burst
through the gates of the City of London and wreaked havoc. They
demolished the home of John of Gaunt and some buildings around the
priory of the Hospital of St John. The next day, the rebels in London burst
into the fortress-patace of the Tower. They dragged out the prior of the
hospital, who was the Roval Treasurer, along with the Archbishop of
Canterbury, the Chancellor and a couple of other notables and beheaded
them on Tower Hill.

It was the first and tast large-scale popular uprising in English history.

By the end of that day there had been quite a massacre. In one place
about forty decapitated bodies were lying in a heap, ‘and hardly was there
a street in the City in which there were not bodies lying of those who had
been slain’. The Archbishop's head was displayed on a pike on London
Bridge, with his mitre natted to his skull.

This was, of course, the so-calted ‘Peasants™ Revolt’. The poet-
chronicler Jean Fromssart, writing shortly afterwards for a readership in the
courts of northern France and the Low Countries, felt he needed to
explain who the English peasantry were, and what they were complaining

about

F highaed de L Pede, 1383 Rot Pard, 11 15Q



It 1s customary in England, as in several other countries, for the nobility to have great power over the
common people, who they keep in bondage. That is to say, they have a duty to plough their lord’s lands,
to harvest his grain and bring it in, to thresh and winnow it. They also have to harvest his hay and cut his
wood and bring it in.They are obliged to perform all these duties for their lords, and there are more of
them in England than in other countries. That is how they serve the prelates and nobles. These services are
more oppressive in the counties of Kent, Essex, Sussex and Bedford, than anywhere else in the kingdom.
Disaffected people in these districts became restless, saying they were too severely oppressed; that at
the beginning of the world there were no slaves, and that no one ought to be treated like one unless he
had committed treason against his lord, as Lucifer had done against God: but they were not like that, for
they were neither angels nor spirits, but men like their lords, who treated them as beasts. They would no
longer put up with this. They had determined to be free, and if they did any work for their lords, they
wanted to be paid for it.
The Chronicles of Froissart, Bk. Il, ch.73.

Froissart had no sympathy with the insurrection, and did not think
peasants had anything to complain about. In fact, he said their lives had
become too easy — the trouble was ‘all because of the ease and riches of
the common people’. Nonetheless, his description helps to reinforce the

stereotype of peasant life as being nasty, brutish and short.

Left: John Ball, the
radical priest, is
shown instructing
Wat Tyler and the
l‘(’[’('l‘\, 5’(’(11('(1 on da
skinny, blinkered
nag. These rebels
are not depicted as
impoverished farm
hands but as well-
armoured infantry
bearing the banners
of England and
the King.
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A ‘village’ was where the lord of the manor kept his villeins — men
who were bound either to the land itself or to his personal service, and
who lived with their wives and children in wretched cottage hovels. They
worked partly for themselves but for up to three days a week for their lord
(and gave him a share of their produce) and also had to give a tenth of
their crop - a tithe — to the Church.

lliterate, uncouth, little more than an animal, the medieval peasant
cuts a wretched figure in our imagination. Froissart’s belief that it was
dangerous to allow this savage, servile underclass too much scope for
troublemaking makes a grotesque kind of sense.

But much of what used to be assumed about 'peasants’ is completely
untrue. So untrue, in fact, that even the title ‘Peasants’ Revolt’ is now no
longer used by professional historians, who have lost confidence in
Froissart’s description. Froissart, it turns out, was not a very reliable social
commentator.

ORDER IN CHAOS

THE RISING WAS NOT THE MINDLESS INSURRECTION of brutalized semi-slaves.
It was highly organized and carefully prepared. For a start, many areas of
the country rose virtually simultaneously, which indicates that peasants
had the capacity for organization on a much larger scale than the purely
local. Then there is the interesting chronicle report that, in order to
maintain coastal defences against the French, the rebels in Kent decreed
that: ‘none who dwelt near the sea in any place for the space of twelve
leagues, should come out with them, but should remain to defend the
coasts of the sea from public enemies...’

Morecover, the rebels’ selection of targets in London demonstrates that
the violence there was deliberate and specitic. The first target, John of
Gaunt, had thwarted the Commons’ impeachments of unpopular members
of the court, and was suspected of trying to make himself king. The first
demands made by the Kentish rebels did not even mention serfdom or
villeiage. They demanded allegiance to the king and the Commons; that
there should be no king named John (i.e., John of Gaunt); that there should
be no tax but the traditional levy of one-fifteenth of movable wealth; and
that evervone should be ready to revolt when called upon.

On 14 June the rebels met Richard 1T at Mile End just outside the
ity of London. There they presented demands which included the

handig over of "traitors”; the end of serfdom; the right to hire themselves




out at fair wages; and the right to rent land at a
cheap rate. Peasant issues had become part of the
matter, but they were not there to begin with.

By the third day the agenda had developed
further, and was now revolutionary. To the end
of serfdom their leader, Wat Tyler, now added
the abolition of outlawry; the repeal of all
laws except the ‘law of Winchester’ (traditional
common law); the complete abolition of nobility
in Church and state but for one king and one
archbishop; and the confiscation and division of
Church land.

The targets of the rebels’ destruction were
places where records were stored: abbeys,
priories, lawyers” houses and the like. Thomas
Walsingham, whose chronicle contains much
malice and invention, describes what happened
in a way that brings to mind the ‘Year Zero' of
the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, and which must
have contained at least a kernel of truth:

They strove to burn all old records; and they butchered anyone who might know or be able to commit

to memory the contents of old or new documents. It was dangerous enough to be known as a clerk, but

especially dangerous if an ink-pot should be found at one’s elbow: such men scarcely or ever escaped

from the hands of the rebels.
Historia Anglicana

But this was not a general attack on literacy. It was specifically legal records
that were destroyed and others, in many places, were left intact. Some, at
least, of the rebels could read.

So if peasants were not illiterate members of a dirty, uncouth,
barbarous, rural ‘lumpen proletariat’, who were they?

AT HOME WITH THE PEASANT

THE WORD ‘PEASANT’ was not used in English in medieval times. It comes
from the French paysan, which simply means a country man or woman. At
the time, men who worked on the land were either free or were in some
degree of serfdom as cottagers, smallholders or villeins. It was the last

Above: This image
of the final moments
of the revolt is
usnally described as
showing the mayor
of London killing the
rebel leader Wat
Tyler. The ‘peasants’
seen behind him
are expensively
armoured with
helmets.
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group, villeins, that Froissart was describing ~ men who were not free to
leave their land and who owed labour duties to their lords. Probably 30 per
cent of men in England were villeins in 1381,

It is often said that peasants lived in primitive one-room ‘hovels’, but
in all the excavations of medieval villages there seems to be little sign of
these horrible dwellings. According to the historian Christopher Dyer,
‘Most villages that have been excavated seem to consist mainly of
substantial houses’. In fact, according to Dyer, “We should not be looking
for tiny buildings, but for structures of standard size, but distinguished
from the houses of the better-off by the quality and quantity of the
materials used, or the standard of carpentry.’

But even it the lowest semi-slave lived in a substantial house,
presumably he and his miserable extended family were crammed in there
in a half-starved, overcrowded huddle — grandparents, uncles, aunts, nieces

and nephews jumbled promiscuously together?

Well, maybe not.

Where we do have evidence, it tends to show that peasants lived in
nuclear families like our own, and that they liked their privacy. From as
early as the twelfth century there were upper rooms in quite small rural
buildings, and certainly this is how many people were living by the early
fourteenth century. This suggests that some houses, at any rate, had private
rooms and their occupants did not have to live their lives under the whole
family’s gaze. The same inference — that peasants liked their privacy - can
be drawn from archaeological evidence that, in the thirteenth century at
least, houses were surrounded by ditches (and presumably also hedges and
fences) and had locked doors, and that goods were kept in locked chests.

What kind of peasants were these? What did they have that was
worth protecting? Excavations show pewter tableware, glazed pots, dice,
cards, chessmen, footballs, musical instruments and ‘ninemen’s morris’
boards in these hovels. And people seem to have eaten rather better than
one might suppose. The evidence is that they didn’t simply live on bread
and cheese, but ate pork, lamb and beef, fruit and vegetables, and that even
i mland villages they ate fish (archaeologists have found fish bones at the
deserted village of Wharram Percy in Yorkshire).

Something seems 1o be not quite right about the traditional picture
of peasant life

The excavations at Wharram Percy are full of surprises. It looks like a
neat, planned village, and archacologists expected to find traces of earlier
villages gomg back to early Anglo-Saxon times. Those traces are missing,

Even though Wharram Percy 1s hsted in Domesday Book, the village itself

¥
|

-



seems to have come into being around the end of the twelfth century.
The farmers in the area had previously lived in scattered farms and
hamlets.

It now seems as though there were very few, if any, villages in that
area of England before the eleventh century. While it is impossible to show
a connection between this curious fact and the Norman Conquest, it does

Below: It was thought
that the victims of the
Black Death created
England’s deserted
villages, but many,
like Wharram Percy,
actually survived.
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look as though the creation of villages was linked to the manorial system.
In other words ~ villages may have been built for the local lord’s villeins.

THE PEASANT'S STATUS

AT THE TIME OF THE NORMAN CONQUEST many in the rural population
were slaves in the full meaning of the word (and the Domesday Book shows
that this still applied to about 10 per cent of people in 1086). This was not
a satistactory economic arrangement for the Norman overlords whom the
king had installed as landholders. These lords of the manor were
military men, expected to provide military service to the king as the price
for their landholdings. They wanted the English to work their land, but did
not want the responsibility of feeding and caring for them - which is, of
course, one of the drawbacks of having slaves. So it scems they preferred
to group working families in ‘vills’ (villages) and treat them as tenants,
who had to support themselves from small parcels of land worked when
they were not doing labour service for their lord. This labour service was

Opposite: Peasants their rent.

iy = These people were villemns. Villeinage had begun to develop before

for the month of ¢ propie CHils ©8 ¢ I

March in the 1066, but the Normans promoted it mightily and slavery disappeared in

shadow of Chateau a couple of generations. Froissart was probably right in saying that the

de Lusignan, France
From the Duc de
Berri's ‘Trés Riches
Heur time away fighting. They needed the manor to look after itself — or rather,

system was more widespread in England than in the rest of western Europe.
Many manorial lords held several manors and spent much of their

they needed their villeins to organize its care for

them. This was done through the manor court,
which determined how fields were to be farmed
and (since villeins held strips of land in large
open fields) the days for planting and har-
vesting, the boundaries of each person’s
land and the dates on which animals were
allowed to graze in different fields.
Although the court was presided over
by the lord’s steward, its officials were
villeins elected by the village, and its
decisions were made by a jury of
villagers. There was the reeve, who
acred as a g('llx'l;ll overseer, the |1;|\'-

ward, who watched over the crops and
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brought offenders to court, and so on. The steward’s job was to look after
his lord’s interests (payments and work that was due to him) not to tell the
court how to manage its business. ‘

In fact, the manor court had the power to fine the lord, and would
do so. The records of one in Laxton in Nottinghamshire show it fined the
lord for leaving soil on the common land. The peasants of Albury in
Hertfordshire went so far as to petition parliament in 1321 over
oppression by their lord, Sir John Patemore, who had imprisoned them and
seized their cattle.

Some villages came close to being totally self-governing political
entities run by the peasants for the peasants. Villeins resisted authority by
quietly ignoring regulations, and manipulated the system by exploiting
their influence as officials and bending laws in their own favour. Take the
village of Gotham in Nottinghamshire, atforded legendary status by the
exploits of its inhabitants.

In about 1200 King John proposed building a hunting
lodge near the city of Nottingham. The residents of Gotham
realized the implications of this — he would pass through the

village on the way to his lodge, making it a king's highway and

thus making them liable to new taxes.
So what did they do? The entire village pretended to be
mad. It is said that the villagers built a fence around a cuckoo
bush to prevent the cuckoo escaping, tried to drown an eel, set
about pulling the moon out of a pond with a rake and
rolled cheeses down a hill to make them round. Since
madness was considered contagious the idea of a whole
village of lunatics was perfectly feasible, and apparently
the ploy worked.
Villeins were not mindless and helpless, but
actually ran the country. The barons who were their
masters had to respect their traditions and ways of domg
things, and it was normal for the lord of the manor to
demonstrate this respect by laying on feasts for them twice a
vear — wet and dry boon. Does anyone's landlord now treat
them to a slap-up dinner twice a year?
AU Wharram  Percy the lord accommodated the
peasants in neat rows of houses beside the church, and the
land was recast into regularly planned fields. A manor
house belonging to either the Percy or the Chamberlain
family (both had some power over the village) was built



in splendid style in the twelfth century, but this was soon abandoned and
demolished, and its site turned over to peasant houses.

At Cosmeston in Wales there is further evidence of peasants enjoying
a reasonable standard of living. Most families lived in two-room houses
surrounded by a fence or ditch for privacy. Excavation of the home of the
reeve — the villein who acted as general overseer for the manor court —
revealed oil lamps and glazed French pottery, and the discovery of a
particular kind of jug shows that, far from living in dirt and squalor, he
washed his hands between courses when eating. His house had a wardrobe,

at least one chair and a timber floor. There was a tablecloth and candle-  Below: Cash played
holddts little part in early
’ medieval feudalism

The reeve slept on a raised bed with a surprisingly comfortable  pus thar seon gave
wooden pillow, and the discovery of a casket key indicates he had  way to a trading
economy. Everything
then acquired a cash
value — animals,
an outdoor privy and excrement was collected regularly to be used, with  crops and labour.

animal manure, as fertilizer.
Coins found on the site are evidence that

possessions that were worth locking up. A herb — fleabane — kept his bed
free of insects and a bowl of honey was used as an insect trap. There was

money was circulating, and so this was not entirely
a subsistence economy. In fact, from the thirteenth
century labour service began to be replaced by
cash rents, indicating that villeins had surplus
crops for sale. And when they had paid their
rents they had money left over to spend at
stalls in the village run by merchants.

They also had money to spend at the
tavern, which was in an ordinary house. Ale
was essential to life as many villages lacked
clean water and it was drunk from leather
mugs lined with pitch. Brewing was often
viewed as an appropriate activity for widows,
who found it hard to farm land. But some villeins
had more high-faluting tastes. The excavations at
Cosmeston have revealed the remains of wine
jugs from France — peasants were drinking im-
ported French wine.

This all seems so fundamentally at odds with our picture of the life
of a medieval peasant that some explanation is needed — which involves
recognizing that the Middle Ages was not a static and unchanging period,
but a time of change and development.
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Below: Eleventh
century farmung was
close to \I(!’Si\[(’}ll('
level, and
contemporary
lustrations show
workers skimpily
x[!‘v’n('.[, often
barefoot. Much of
the work, especially
scvthing and
winnowing, was ver
hard on the back

DAYS OF SURVIVAL

IN THE ELEVENTH CENTURY peasant farmers lived pretty close to subsistence
level. The year's work began in October, ploughing and harrowing what
had been the fallow field with wheat and rye. The aim was to have done
this by All Saints’ Day, 1 November. A reasonably substantial peasant
farmer with 30 acres scattered over three village fields would have ten
acres in his fallow field. An acre was in theory the amount of land that
could be ploughed in a day - typically, four lands (strips), each of which
was covered with five long furrowlengths (furlongs), turning the plough at
the end of each furrow. A strip was therefore a quarter-acre.

The farmer would need to prepare these in five weeks, covering
84 miles with the plough and the same again with the harrow. And with
one day a week given over to God, and up to three days to the lord of the
manor, he had 15 days to do it in. This sounds fine, except that in practice
it was not uncommon to cover only half an acre in a day (problems with
the plough, problems with the animals drawing it, soil that was sodden
with rain or ground that was frozen too hard to be worked).

At Candlemas, 2 February, ploughing would resume. This time, last
vear's rye-and-wheat field would be ploughed for oats, barley, peas and
beans, and the third field ploughed for fallow. The work was supposed to
be finished by Easter — ideally by 25 March, but it could go on until the

end of April. A long, hard frost could be a serious problen.




In the eleventh century it is likely that the best yield
to be hoped for, on good land, was eight bushels of corn
per acre. The net harvest, after losses during harvesting
and to animals, and after the farmer had handed over his
tithe to the Church and produce to his lord, was half that
or less — and two bushels would have to be kept back as
seed corn. Overall, the farmer would have enough to teed
a family of five and there would be a small surplus, but
only so long as nothing went wrong with the ploughing,
ripening and harvesting of the crops. And so long as no
marauding armies came along.

But things did go horribly wrong at times, and there
were marauding armies. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the
end of the eleventh century is a list of things going awry:

AD 1077
This year was the dry summer; and wild fire came upon
many shires, and burned many towns; and also many cities

were ruined thereby.

AD 1082

... and this year also was a great famine.
AD 1086

And the same year there was a very heavy season, and a swinkful and sorrowful year in England, in
murrain of cattle, and corn and fruits were at a stand, and so much untowardness in the weather, as a
man may not easily think; so tremendous was the thunder and lightning, that it killed many men; and it
continually grew worse and worse with men.

AD 1087

In the one and twentieth year after William began to govern and direct England, as God granted him,
was a very heavy and pestilent season in this land. Such a sickness came on men, that full nigh every

other man was in the worst disorder, that is, in the diarrhoea; and that so dreadfully, that many men died
in the disorder. Afterwards came, through the badness of the weather as before mentioned, so great a
famine over all England, that many hundreds of men died a miserable death through hunger. Alas! how
wretched and how rueful a time was there! When the poor wretches lay full nigh driven to death
prematurely, and afterwards came sharp hunger, and dispatched them withal! Who will not be penetrated
with grief at such a season? or who is so hardhearted as not to weep at such misfortune? Yet such things
happen for folk’s sins, that they will not love God and righteousness.

AD 1098

Before Michaelmas the heaven was of such an hue, as if it were burning, nearly all the night. This was a
very troublesome year through manifold impositions; and from the abundant rains, that ceased not all the
year, nearly all the tilth in the marshlands perished.
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Opposite: Vineyards
were common in
England up 10 1300,
but they ceased to
flourish in the four-
teenth century as the
climate cooled.
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Things would have been even worse without the strip system, which at
least meant that a peasant’s lands were scattered and he did not have to
put all his eggs in one basket. There was also a system of food-sharing in
bad times. This was one beneficial result of tithes — the great tithe-barns of
the Church could become charity food stores in times of need. It looks as
though there was virtually no chance of starvation for a peasant farming
more than 20 acres.” Unless, of course, there was widespread famine.

At the start of a famine people would eat bad bread, often made with
rye that had developed a fungus (ergot) that produced a burning sensation
in the body and LSD-type hallucinations. Then came starvation.

Starvation kills a healthy human in six to ten weeks. To begin with, a
person can lose up to 10 per cent of their body weight without losing
much strength or energy. At this stage they can still work and do other
normal activities. Then they begin to weaken. When they have lost 15 to
20 per cent of their normal body weight they become depressed and
apathetic, and can no longer participate in day-to-day life. As a person
continues to lose weight the stomach accumulates abnormal amounts of
watery fluids, and balloons outwards. Flesh wastes from the face and the
eyes also appear to balloon outwards. The flesh increasingly sags away from
the bones and permanent dark splotches from glandular disturbances may
appear all over the body. Racked by the pain caused by these changes, a
starving person becomes more susceptible to diarrhoea, cholera and
dysentery. 1

The victim can see and feel their body withering away, and becomes
obsessed with food. Indifference and apathy replace compassion for their
starving neighbours, friends and family. Mothers have been known to
snatch food from the hands of their children. Cannibalism is not
uncommon. Eventually, when a person has lost about 40 per cent of their
body mass, death is inevitable.**

THINGS GET BETTER

[HE MANORIAL SYSTEM DEVELOPED during a period when England was
getting warmer and wetter. This meant many years of good harvests (which
we can see today in the evidence of tree rings) interrupted by rain-driven
famines, with all the horrors described above. This is the framework within
which the medieval peasant saw his life, and the prospects of an afterlife.
But famine became rarer, and the economics of farming improved
steadily m the centuries after the Conguest. In the thirteenth century the

T 1 m Shanng Amangst Medieval Peasants Usury Prohibitions and
Varker Prowson of insurance, ILewrs and Clark College, Oreqon, USA)
Iy &) Hunger of 1044 The Progress of a Medieval Famine, \n
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rise in temperature was reversed, and the tempests of the previous 200
vears declined. Vineyards, an important part of the English economy for
two centuries, disappeared completely by 1300 and the growing season
shortened, but winters became milder and summers drier. From 1220 to
1313 there was no famine in England. This coincided with improvements
in agricultural technology (primarily faster ploughing as horse teams
replaced oxen in favourable areas) and the growth of markets and towns.
The result was a golden age for the peasant, and a spectacular rise in the gﬁ\-‘) SRR
population, from 2.5 million to approaching 6 million by 1315. X R

Wasteland was taken into cultivation, marginal land was converted
into manorial farms and the standard of living rose.
There was also a significant broadening of people’s
outlooks. Villein tenancies were inherited by eldest sons
so vounger brothers had to find livings elsewhere,
which meant a considerable movement of people.
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The inevitable result was that a large number of
peasant families had relatives in newly growing ‘
towns and so were probably quite well informed A.‘\fx -
about politics and trade. They were also likely to '::..L" Rl
have relatives in other parts of the country, as the f
pressure to bring more land under the plough meant g
people were moving to new manors in areas that had
never been farmed before. Although peasants did not
exactly go visiting much, they made pilgrimages to famous
shrines and travelled to markets, and may not have had much
reason to see themselves as country bumpkins.

In fact, at this time the lot of a peasant farmer
was in some ways comparable with that of a
modern worker. Sundays, saint's days and
Church holidays like Easter and Christmas
meant he had at least as much free time as a
modern employee, and the amount of work
required to pay rent and taxes was probably
pretty similar to that needed now. Of
course, provision for old age was a bit of a
problem (as it is now for many people),
but peasants didn't often live so long. The
truly poor probably made up about a
third of the population, as they do
today (in fact, one of the oddities of
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English society is that it has always had roughly the same percentage of the
population living on the breadline).

By 1315 the countryside was full, busy and making money. Farming
was becoming more sophisticated and trade-orientated; well-managed hay
meadows produced a good flow of cash, and eight to ten million sheep
supplied wool for the export trade alone. There were also more horses than
ever before, both for riding and for draught. In the most advanced regions

castern Norfolk (the most crowded county in England) and eastern Kent

the old system of common fields was already on its way out because it
was incefficient. These areas would be particularly prominent in the
Peasants” Revolt',

People were not starving. In fact, their diet was pretty healthy. Today,
we are urged to stop eating fast foods with all the nutrition of cardboard
ind to eat five portions of fruit and vegetables a day. This is actually a
return to the peasant diet = a diet that was despised by the nobility. They
regarded fruit and veg as poor man's tood, believing that greens weren't
good for you and that fruit gave you dysentery — the bloody flux.

Peasant bread was much healthier than our white, steam-baked,
Liced bread: it was brown, like a good wholemeal loat. Peas and beans were

netimes added, which made it even more nutritious. In the fields people



ate a kind of medieval pot noodle, a paste of dried vegetables, beans and
bread to which they added ale to turn it into an instant meal. Eel pasties
were another favourite, and preserved foods such as bacon, cheese and
sausages were special treats.

Even for the poorest, the countryside was a larder teeming with wild
life. Rivers were full of fish — there were even plenty of salmon in the
Thames — and peasants had elaborate nets and traps to catch songbirds, eels
and rabbits.

The countryside was healthier than the towns. When the graveyard at
Wharram Percy was excavated archaeologists found 687 peasant skeletons,
enough for them to draw some firm conclusions about health and ageing.
It is clear that these country dwellers had suffered fewer illnesses than
their urban relatives. A lower rate of infection showed in their bones, and
fewer cases of anaemia suggested fewer parasites.

It is also clear, surprisingly, that they ate a reasonable amount of
seafood. This is further evidence that trade networks penetrated deep into
the countryside. And there was very little tooth decay - none in
any of the children’s skeletons. In fact the medieval diet,

with lots of coarse grains and grit in the bread, was much
better for human teeth than our own. It meant they
were worn down to a flat plane leaving no crevices
for food to fester. But fossilized plaque in some
skeletons’ teeth does suggest that many of the
people at Wharram Percy had suffered from
chronic bad breath. This was a bit of an issue in
medieval times; in Wales a peasant woman
could divorce her husband on the grounds of
his halitosis.

In both countryside and towns, babies
were breastfed until they were 18 months old,
which protected both the child (helping its
immune system and keeping its diet free of
germs) and the mother (it was believed that
breastfeeding can act as a natural contraceptive).

One further surprise at Wharram Percy was
a skull with a big hole in it, the result of an injury
caused by some kind of blunt instrument. This had
clearly been operated on: the skin had been folded
back, the wound was cleaned up and then the skin was
stitched back again. The person had recovered from the
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injury. Even the inhabitants of a small village could-hope for skilled and
effective surgical help. )

Of course, the picture was not entirely rosy. Animals were small
(smaller than they had been in Roman times) and grains were tall, low-
yielding varieties. Pastures were overused and easily degraded. Village life
may have been healthier than life in a town, but nevertheless infant
mortality was high, childbirth was dangerous, agricultural labourers were
old at 40.

But the kind of peasant Froissart described — the servile villein
obliged to work his lord’s land — was a diminishing class by the start of the
fourteenth century. Most of the land newly taken into cultivation was
farmed by freemen who paid rent for it, and they seem to have had larger
families than serfs. There were now more of them than there were villeins.
Villein duties had anyway often been replaced by money rents, so lords of
the manor received nearly 90 per cent of their income in cash. The power
of customary laws mecant that a villein holding 15 to 30 acres for a fixed
rent was often comparatively well off, especially as land was scarce, open-
market rents were high, prices were rising and wages were low.

VILLAGE AND CHURCH

VILLAGE LIFE WAS CENTRED not just on work and home, bat also on the
church. Churches had been few and far between in Anglo-Saxon times,
but the Church was an important element in Norman domination, and a
village without a church became almost inconceivable.

The building was the physical property of the manor, and the lord
appointed the priest (who would be a commoner, but not a serf). The core
of any church is the chancel with the altar, and this belonged to the lord.
The nave and the tower belonged to the people of the parish, who stood
in the nave to hear services. Each person was expected to give one-tenth
of their earnings to support the Church. This tithe was evenly divided
between the parish priest, the church maintenance fund, the poor and the
local bishop.

Manor courts were often held in the nave, but the church and
churchyard were also places for parties, plays, pageants and games such as
football and tile- or stone-throwing. Nany parish priests brewed their own
ale and drinking was a big part of any festival.

The church was also the centre of education. By the mid-twelfth

century literacy was a real, and not impossibly distant, ambition for large
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numbers of people in the countryside. This is shown by the fact that one
in ten boys in peasant families advanced to at least the lowest levels of the
clergy, which required the ability to read Latin. There were, inevitably,
traditionalists who complained that the Church had become a
meritocracy, employing ministers ‘raised from the dust’. It was, in fact, a
sign that the age of the Conquest was over, and that the Church was no
longer an implement of Norman power.

A common illusion about the medieval period is that society
consisted of rigid feudal orders, and that if you were born a serf you would
die a serf. This is not quite true. For ambitious women there was always the
possibility of making a good marriage or becoming a rich man’s mistress,
and there were many ways for men to change their status — living in a town
as a guild member for a year and a day, joining the army or Church, or, of
course, entering a life of crime. But it was also possible for a poor boy to
rise in a secular profession.

The most astonishing example of this is the career of William of
Wykeham, the child of a peasant family who took his name from the
village where he was born in 1324. He was educated at the local cathedral  Below: William of

school at the expense of the lord of the manor (a not uncommon  Wvkeham. The son
of peasants, he
] founded Winchester
Uvedale, was governor of Winchester Castle and passed the young man on  College and New
to the bishop of Winchester. College, Oxford

In the small world of English government William was noticed by ("”‘)rl"”f}' where he

) ) ) ) o is shown surrounded

Edward III, and when he was in his early twenties the king took him into 1, jouchers and

service. He was obviously clever and careful, had an interest in and talent  pupils.

arrangement), who then took him on as his own secretary. The lord,

for construction and design, and could be trusted as a manager.
In his early thirties he was clerk of the king’s works in two

manors, and was made surveyor of Windsor Castle. It 4
seems to have been his idea that Edward should gl’ -
express his Arthurian fantasies by rebuilding the —
castle, and from then on his rise was irresistible.

By 1364 William had been made keeper of the
privy seal and was so powerful that, according to
Froissart, he ‘reigned in England, and without him
they did nothing’. He was the ultimate self-made
man, and fully understood the significance of
education. He founded a free school, to offer 70 boys
from poorer, rural backgrounds — peasants — a proper
education, and also a university college to which they
could go when they were ready. Both have survived to this
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day: Winchester College and New College, Oxford. William’s own motto,
‘manners makyth man’, became the motto of both institutions; ‘manners’
means not simply politeness, but being a' capable and reliable member of
society. This was a peasant attitude rather than an aristocratic one.

William of Wykeham would have been unique in any age. However,
by the mid-fourteenth century most peasants knew their ABC, could
sound out, and therefore recognize, their names and were familiar with the
English equivalents of perhaps ten or 20 Latin words. This allowed them
to locate and recognize references to their land in court rolls, and to be
aware of and talk about the contents of charters.

THE FOURTEENTH-CENTURY CATASTROPHE

The busy, prosperous and successful rural society of the start of the
fourteenth century did not last. Within 15 years nature had dealt it a
crushing blow:

In the year of our Lord 1315, apart from the other hardships with which England was afflicted, hunger
grew in the land... Meat and eggs began to run out, capons and fowl could hardly be found, animals
died of pest, swine could not be fed because of the excessive price of fodder. A quarter of wheat or
beans or peas sold for twenty shillings [in 1313 a quarter of wheat sold for five shillings], barley for a
mark, oats for ten shillings. A quarter of salt was commonly sold for thirty-five shillings, which in former
times was quite unheard of. The land was so oppressed with want that when the king came to St. Albans
on the feast of St. Laurence [10 August] it was hardly possible to find bread on sale to supply his
immediate household. ..

JOHANNES DE TROKELOWE, Annales

This dearth had begun in May. Then came heavy summer rains and the
corn did not ripen — the start of a series of agricultural disasters. Villages
built on dried-out marshlands sank back into the mud and there was not
enough food for the greatly swollen populace. The annals are full of misery.
Then, when the famines had run their course, the Black Death came.
Having spread across Europe from the east, it arrived at Weymouth
in June 1348. In less than a year the whole country was stricken. No-one
could have understood what was happening. Once a person was infected
large, foul-smelling swellings developed in their groin, neck and armpits.
Death followed within two or three days. The disease killed more than a
third of the people and by 1350 the population of England was half what
it had been in 1315. Villages shrank in size or were simply abandoned.
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R S immeasurably improved. Labour became scarce and more valuable than

abundant land. Landless people were able to take over abandoned
holdings, and those who could handle more land simply took it. Wages
roughly doubled, while the fall in the population led to something like a
halving of the price of wheat.

Villeinage seemed seriously out of date. The whole basis of economic
power in England had shifted. The Statute of Labourers in 1351 com-

plained that existing laws were ineffective:

the said ordinance, but to therr ease and smgular covetise, do withdraw
er  other, unless they have ivery.and wages to the double or treble of that they

ige of the great men, and impovernishing of all the said commonalty.

\s the country recovered m the decades i\)”(\\\lll',: the Black Death

indowners tried to restore the old svstems, redisc overing old taws of
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compulsory service that had been forgotten in the good times when
England was increasingly moving to a money economy.

[t was this growing pressure to turn back the clock that eventually
produced the so-called Peasants’ Revolt — an uprising of people who were
well used to running their own affairs, in manorial courts and militias and
in minor public office, and who had stopped believing in the entire
structure of feudal authority.

‘When Adam delved and Eve span/Who was then the Gentleman?’
demanded John Ball, one of the leaders of the rebellion. A question to
which, after the insurrection had been put down, there came the firm
reply: ‘Villeins ye are, and villeins ye shall remain.’

But, of course, they did not.

Although Wharram Percy, like many deserted medieval villages, was
believed to have lost its population at the time of the Black Death,
excavations have shown this was not the case. It remained inhabited until
the fifteenth century, and it was human beings, not bacteria, that
determined its fate.

The old feudal consensus had broken down, and the lords realized
that if the peasants were now free from any obligation to them, they were
equally free from any obligations to care for the peasants. Thus it was that
the peasants came face to face with their greatest natural enemy — sheep.

Labour had become expensive and your average lord could now
make more money out of sheep than he could out of his peasants. There
was more wool on sheep, for a start, and you could also eat them — which
is possible with peasants but socially taboo — so the lords started to throw
the expensive, troublesome and uneatable peasants off their land and
replace them with sheep.

The few remaining villeins, at Wharram Percy and in much of the rest
of the country, were made redundant. They were doubtless given
encouraging talks about the fact that it was time to move on, that they
should view this challenge as an exciting opportunity, and that a gentle-
man from the Cistercians would be coming round to see them individually
to discuss openings in the lead mines.

Being a peasant in the middle ages wasn't necessarily a terrible life,
but it deteriorated when the lords fenced the land off for sheep. It got even
worse in the Industrial Revolution, and nowadays small farmers are still
going to the wall.

The life of the peasant depends on the sort of society he lives in — and
compared with a lot of people’s lives today, there were times when the
medieval peasant had it pretty good.
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HE STORY OF NORMAN ENGLAND began with a song.
At about nine o’clock on the morning of Saturday 14 October
1066, the minstrel Taillefer rode out on his horse and began to
juggle with his sword. As he juggled, he sang the Song of Roland.

He was at the foot of Senlac ridge, a few miles from Hastings. Above
him on the ridge, stretching for nearly three-quarters of a mile and seven
lines deep, was the entire army of Harold, King of England, in battle order.
A solid wall of shields was punctuated only by bristling spears and great
double-headed battleaxes.

Taillefer was the enemy. This was a gig to be remembered.

The minstrel was a Norman, part of Duke William of Normandy’s
invading force. The rest of that force was behind him, a little over 100
vards from the Anglo-Saxons. The archers were in front, then the infantry,
and at the back were the knights on their small stallions.

All through the summer Harold had been expecting the Normans to
invade but by mid-September he had figured it was too late in the season
and stood down his coastal defences. Then his kingdom was attacked in
Yorkshire by Harald Hardrada, King of Norway, and he had marched north
to deal with the threat.

That was when the Normans made their crossing. They had landed
at Pevensey on 28 September and since then they had been consolidating
their hold on the area around Hastings. They had not expected to be
challenged for quite a while yet, and were busy foraging and looting.
When the Anglo-Saxon army arrived late the previous afternoon William
was taken by surprise. Harold was supposed to be fully tied
up in the North and perhaps even defeated. Instead, he had crushed
Hardrada a full three days before William invaded, and he then made an
astonishingly swift march south, first to London and then onwards to the
Norman invasion site.

Harold’s arrival was most alarming for the Normans. They were not
going to have as easy a time as they had supposed. William decided he had
better not leave his troops with any time to think about what was
happening, and spent the night gathering up his foraging parties and
preparing them for battle. In the carly dawn they began the six-mile march
to meet the Anglo-Saxons.

When the Normans arrived at Senlac they were presented with a
discouraging sight. They were geared up to face an army like their own,
with archers in front, then the infantry, and perhaps cavalry behind.
Instead they saw a long wall of wooden shields that would be impervious
to their arrows. Even worse, there were no Anglo-Saxon archers to shoot

Opposite: Early
courts enjoyed broad
comedy. These
German minstrels
are awaiting the
order from the host
to toss the central
figure into the air or
else up-end him.
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back at them — Normans did not carry many arrows and relied on picking
up their enemy’s spent ones after the first barrage.

Their infantry would have to attack with the undamaged enemy
raining down deadly missiles from above as they struggled up the slope.
Then the knights would also have to launch themselves uphill, having to
push their horses’ flesh against a solid and heavily spiked wall of shields.

It would be a suicide assault.

[t appears that the Norman resolve to fight was somewhat uncertain.
The Anglo-Saxons would not have helped matters by chanting their
prebattle war cry: "Ut! Ut!" (Out! Outl). Simple, and intimidating when
shouted by 7,000 or 8,000 men armed with spears and axes.

[t was at this uncertain point that William’s minstrel Taillefer asked
for permission to give a little performance.*

According to one account, he rode forward and juggled with his
sword. A minstrel was a ‘jongleur’, a jester, a general entertainer, but if
juggling was all Taillefer did it would have been very odd. Another chronicle,
presumably based on an account by someone nearer the performance,
describes him singing the Song of Roland.

The version we have runs to 291 verses, which is a little long for the
event. Since it is clear from internal references that it dates from some-
what later than 1066, we can assume that Taillefer was working trom
an earlier and probably shorter version; and that even then, under the
circumstances, he probably went for the edited highlights. The song he
sang told a famous story, of battle against impossible odds and heroic death
that would never be forgotten.

And then he attacked the Anglo-Saxon line, all by himselt. And he
was killed.

There have been other battles, even in recent years, when soldiers who
were required to attack but were frightened to advance have watched a
volunteer from their own ranks go forward to certain death. The result
always seems to be the same. The death creates a moral certainty; the
survival of the men watching seems not to matter to them any more. Now
they will advance with absolute resolution, irrespective of the odds. They
do this not to exact revenge or because they feel hatred for the enemy -
they advance because they are totally bonded to the man they saw die. In
this moment they do not have homes or even lives to return to. This moment
15 all there is, and the spinning world revolves around what they must do.

This 1s why the battlefield can be a place of music, of song, of poetry.
Fatllefer's death-song shaped the history of England, Europe and the
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The Normans charged. The initial attack was indeed suicidal, but their
determination to succeed was now unbreakable. The first assault
was followed by another, and then another. The battle continued all day
long until eventually, as it began to grow dark, the English defence
crumbled, dissolved and disappeared. A new history of England had begun.

The Norman survivors did not see this wonderful tale as being all that

heroic. The Bayeux tapestry, a strip-cartoon account of the high points of

the conquest of England, leaves Taillefer out. The hint of cowardice, the

Above: This sophis
ticated court used
minstrelry as
background music,
and evidently paid
it no attention.
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leadership of a low-born entertainer — these do not seem to have been
themes that attracted Odo, bishop of Baveux, the man who commissioned
the tapestry.

THE PUBLIC RELATIONS MINSTREL

AN ELEVENTH-CENTURY JONGLEUR was pretty low down in the social order.
Taillefer was a ‘jongleur des gestes’, a man who entertained the mighty
with the heroic epics that fired their blood. The emphasis was entirely on
military virtues; women barely figure in the epics of the period. These
poems were a validation of the military ethos, placing the listeners inside
the world of heroic action and, in effect, inviting them to see their own
warfare as participation in a cosmic drama of masculine sacrifice
and loyalty.

The role of minstrels naturally developed further as the concept of
chivalry became more elaborated; eventually they were expected to act as
heralds, turning acts of bravery and prowess during battles and
tournaments into songs — chansons de geste — that served as celebrations and
scorecards. They became PR men and were paid by the hero whose bravery
they celebrated. One of the first examples is the specially commissioned
life in verse of William Marshal, ‘the flower of chivalry’ - paid for by his
son in 1219, the year of William's death.

The teller of this biographical chanson de geste was probably William's
squire. In this rough-and-ready military culture little

distinction was made between those servants who
could sing or recite poetry and those who could cook
or do other chores. Jongleurs were expected to make
themselves usetul in all sorts of ways. They had
instruments and loud voices? Fine, let them act as
night watchmen, sounding the alarm in the case of
attack or fire.

In 1306, a minstrel called Richard (the Prince
of Wales's watchman), raised the alarm at Windsor
Castle when a fire sturted. Thanks to him, the castle
was saved,.Whether he used it as an opportunity to
practise his own art, as a kind of singing telegram
(‘Widsor Castle’s burnmg down/burning down/
burning down/Windsor Castle’s burning down/My

fair lady!’') 1s not recorded.




The jongleur who could blow a trumpet, play a fife or bang a drum
had obvious uses in the cacophony of the battlefield - to rally the troops
or cheer them on, and also to give signals.

The Taillefers of the eleventh century were the guardians and
promoters of a culture based on simple piety and violent death, and they
were treated exactly as such a culture demands. It cannot have been very
rewarding to make a living by reciting poetry to philistines.

Yet out of this strange beginning emerged a literary culture that, by
the end of the Middle Ages, was to be one of the greatest achievements of
civilization. In most cultures literature is the refined interest of a very
restricted group of people. The classical period had produced great epics,
histories and the marvellous poetry of an educated and wealthy elite, but
its popular culture was profoundly different — it was based around the
enjoyment of violent death in the amphitheatre and horse-racing in the
hippodrome. Oriental civilizations produced magnificent religious epics,
histories, and the subtle poetry and drama of highly sophisticated court
elites, while their popular culture tended to exist separately and far more
traditionally, based around religious and community rituals. Medieval
Europe, most surprisingly, developed forms of story-telling that reached
right across the whole of society, with the wit and energy to appeal to an
illiterate or semi-literate audience and, at the same time, the subtlety and
complexity to satisfv the aesthetes of aristocratic and roval courts.

This was to be intimately bound up with the development of regional
(ultimately national) languages which gave an entire society within a
language-territory a shared culture. It was, ultimately, the singers and story-
tellers, the poets and minstrels, who shaped the history of Europe.

THE BASIC ENTERTAINER

THIS IS HARDLY WHAT ANYONE looking at eleventh- and early twelfth-
century minstrels would have expected. A lot of the output of those
attached to lords and kings, and wearing their livery, consisted of jokes
about farting and copulation, and drinking songs. They were turning into
general entertainers rather than carriers of fame and memory. Wandering
minstrels were rustic showmen, juggling, doing magic, tumbling and
moving from door to door trying to scratch a living. The best seem to have
been employed mainly to provide background music at feasts, ceremonies
and religious rituals. The status of minstrels was low; the language of
literacy was Latin but their performances were almost entirely vernacular,
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Right: The power of
song in Wales. The
Earl of Chester was
rescued from a siege
here at Rhuddlan
Castle, by a relief
force of minstrels.

and they probably did not ook like the cutting edge of European

civilization.

The direction they were apparently heading in was well illustrated in
1212, when Randulf, Earl of Chester, was besieged by the Welsh in his
castle of Rhuddlan in Flintshire. He sent an appeal for help to Roger de
LLacy, justiciar and constable of Chester, affectionately known in the local
dungeons as ‘Roger of Hell".

Roger, casting around for the most effective, vicious and altogether
intimidating relief force he could find, realized that Chester was full of
jongleurs who had come for the annual fair. He gathered them up and
marched them off under his son-in-law Dutton. The Welsh, seeing this
fearsome body of determined musicians, singers and prestidigitators bearing
down on them ready to launch into an immediate performance of their
terrifying arts, fled.

Who but Roger of Hell would have been so ruthless? The event gave
rise to the old English oath, now sadly forgotten but well worth reviving
i someone would like to make a start: ‘Roger, and by all the fiddlers
ol Chester"

This rag-tag army were wandering minstrels, not bound to a lord and
wearing hes livery. A minstrel without a livery was a bit like a band without
a record contract. Livery mdicated that a minstrel had both status and a
regular income, and made 1t easier for him to be accepted in the right
castles and earn a decent reward. But he still needed a full range of
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One thirteenth-century poem defines a true minstrel as one who can
‘speak and rhyme well, be witty, know the story of Troy, balance apples on
the point of knives, juggle, jump through hoops, play the citole, mandora,
harp, fiddle, and psaltery’. He is further advised, for good measure, to learn
the arts of imitating birds, putting performing asses and dogs through their
paces and operating marionettes.

A certain robustness was needed to survive in an environment where
good manners was often just a question of not picking your nose in public.
A medieval guide to etiquette warns: don't scratch yourself or look for fleas
in your breeches or on your chest; don’t snap your fingers; don’t comb your
hair, clean your nails or take your shoes off in the presence of lords and ladies.
Messengers arriving at a house removed their weapons, gloves and caps
before entering — though they were permitted to keep their caps on if they
were bald. The guide also recommends not urinating in the hall — unless you
happen to be the head of the household. Which minstrels were not.

The guide also goes into the details about the polite ways to belch,
fart and — interestingly enough — defecate.

And the entertainment demanded by early medieval monarchs was
reassuringly downmarket. For example, Henry II's favourite minstrel was
Roland Le Pettour. The king rewarded him with 30 acres of land for his
masterwork, described as ‘a leap, a whistle and a fart’. Roland’s great
musical talent, it seems, was that he could fart tunes. The land was
solemnly passed down from father to son for many generations, on the
condition that the incumbent turn up at court each Christmas Day to
perform the leap, the whistle and the fart!

Another act that was apparently popular with English royalty was a
version of putting your head in a lion’s mouth, although this one involved
a minstrel who spread honey on his member and then brought in a
performing bear. What happened next isn't actually explained, but
whatever it was probably doesn’t figure in Winnie-the-Pooh.

Not everyone approved. John of Salisbury, bishop of Chartres, a
historian and elegant Latin stylist of the twelfth century, thought jongleurs
were quite simply appalling:

Even they whose exposures are so indecent they make a cynic blush are not debarred

from distinguished houses... they are not even turned out when with more
hellish tumult they defile the air and more shamelessly disclose
that which in shame they had concealed. Does he appear a

man of wisdom who has eye or ear for such as these?
Policraticus

Below: Minstrels
were all-round
knockabout
entertainers.







RAHERE

THERE WERE, OF COURSE, many different kinds of minstrels and entertainers,  Opposite:

some of whom the Church had no problem with — after all, there were said St Bartholomew’s
Chuich in London.

: The most enduring
dancing and ribaldry, were plainly servants of the devil. And some  nonument left by

minstrels evidently had career paths that led to higher things, the most  any minstrel.
famous of these being one Rahere.

to be minstrels in heaven. Other performers, though, who encouraged

According to his own account,* Rahere was a low-born character
who managed to infiltrate himself into the court of Henry I on the basis of
his entertainment value. While it is not clear what this means, and it has
been suggested that he may have held a clerical position, the language he
uses suggests that he performed as a jongleur or jester. He evidently made
a significant sum of money — given the rewards available some years later
for a leap, a whistle and a fart, it is likely that minstrelsy was the best way
for a poor boy to do this. But there was obviously more to him than that;
a ‘Rahere’ is listed at the time as a canon of St Paul’s Cathedral.

For some reason he made a penance-pilgrimage to Rome where he

fell seriously ill, and vowed that if he recovered he would build a hospital
for the poor. On his return journey he had a delirious vision of hell,
followed by one of St Bartholomew who instructed him to build a church
in the London suburb of Smooth Field (Smithfield), where
there were horse and cattle markets.

Henry | gave Rahere a licence to build a church and
hospital on land to the east of the market; most of it was
marsh but there was a firmer piece of rising ground used for
public executions, and Rahere had the gallows moved
so that he could construct a large priory and, nearby, a
hospital. A charter of 1147 defines the purpose of St
Bartholomew’s Hospital as to provide shelter and care
for the poor, the sick, the homeless and orphans.

The site was consecrated by the end of 1129
and Rahere became the first prior. Crowds of
pilgrims, the sick and people who had been = i
cured in the hospital gathered at the church on St B i
Bartholomew’s feast day, and in 1133 Rahere was given a '
royal charter which licensed a three-day St Bartholomew’s
Fair, one curious feature of which was that no outlaw or
criminal could be arrested while attending it. The hospital
and fair became enduring features of London life, and the

P mmm—————

*Norman Moore, ed. The Book of the Foundation of St
Bartholomew's Church in London, Early English Text Society,
no.163 (1923).
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choir of the priory is one of the few medieval structures still standing in
London. Rahere himseH, like Dick Whittington, became a mythologized
figure of poor-boy-made-good.

EDWARD II'S MINSTRELS

THE FORTUNES OF ENGLISH MINSTRELS probably reached their zenith during
the reign of Edward 11, who was a minstrel fanatic. His father was away a
lot and the nurse who brought him up was a minstrel, which may explain
why he was so fond of them. So fond, in fact, that the treasury rolls
showing the expenditure for his coronation list 154 musicians. They also
show that on the anniversary of the death of his lover, Piers Gaveston,
Edward cheered himself up by travelling to France and being entertained
by Bernard the Fool and 54 naked dancers.

Edward seems to have been in the habit of throwing money at
anyone who made him laugh — and it evidently didn’t take much to make
him laugh. Jack of St Albans was paid 30 shillings because ‘he danced
before the king on a table and made him laugh very greatly’. And he
awarded the princely sum of 20 shillings to one of his cooks ‘because he
rode before the King... and often fell from his horse, at which the King
laughed very greatly’.

The barons tried to restrict Edward’s extravagant entertainment
budget by creating exact job descriptions for every member of the
houschold. This meant an end to multitasking minstrels - now they had
to be either jugglers or flute plavers or whatever, and their numbers were
to be strictly imited: "There shall be trumpeters and 2 other minstrels, and
sometimes more and sometimes less, who shall play before the king and it
shall please him!’

The barons were not the only people who were trying to limit the
number of minstrels. The minstrels themselves were trying to protect their
profession and to make it more exclusive. Fraternities or guilds of
musicians scem to have been formed in London at least as early as 1350.
One of their main objectives was the exclusion of “foreign’ musicians
(those who were not Londoners). Another was to stop amateurs from
performing i taverns, mns and at weddings. The route to minstrelsy was
now through apprenticeship, and the guilds in London, York, Beverley and
Canterbury were careful to restrict the number of trainees.

[t this seems to be an industry under threat attempting to protect

isell, that s about right. The English music and story-telling business was
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taking a new turn, evidenced by the appearance in the fourteenth century
of a new vernacular literature in the form_ of romantic poetry. The poems
were mostly translations of French romances.

ROMANCING THE EPIC

IN FRANCE (AND TO SOME EXTENT ITALY AND GERMANY) a change had been
taking place in the content of chansons de geste since the middle of the
tweltth century. Like the earlier ones, they were still usually stories of
conflict between Christians and Saracens; but magical and romantic
themes had begun to take over, with evil knights, the rescue of ladies and
the frequent appearance of magic rings, belts and swords. A heroic
tradition is converted into a romantic one. There is an emphasis on
describing Islam as idolatrous, and Muslims as superstitious, treacherous
and polygamous; the Saracen world is as exotic as it is dangerous, and
Muslim women are presented as lascivious and seductive, irresistibly
attracted to Christian knights and, after willing conversion, faithful only to
them. Some historians of the literature have suggested that a little wishtul
thinking might have been involved, but this seems mean-minded. All
adventure stories involve wishful thinking; the interesting question is the
nature of the wish.

One of the most significant examples of the new mood in European
poetry is Le Roman d’Eneas, a French version of Virgil's Aeneid which
appeared anonymously in about 1160. The emphasis is on story elements
that were new to Virgil as well as to French poetry - the feelings of two
women, Dido and Lavinia, who are in love with Aencas. A new literary
principle had appeared: the principle of overpowering love.

This, ot course, indicates that the whole world of performance must
have changed. The audience and the location for the entertainment are
different. This is not material for the batefield or for a hall of warriors.
And it assumes a new kind of performer.

This new performer had tirst appeared in southern France in the

twelfth century. He was called a troubadour.

INVENTING TROUBADOURS

CHE PIONEER OF THE NEW STYLE OF POETRY was not a professional musician
but an anstocrat = the glorously randy Duke William 1X of Aquitaine,



whose court was in Poitiers. According to his thirteenth-century Provencal
biographer:

The Count of Poitiers was one of the most courtly men in the world and one of the greatest
deceivers of women. He was a fine knight at arms, liberal in his attentions to ladies, and an
accomplished composer and singer of songs. For a long time he roved the world, bent on the
deception of ladies.

§
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According to the chronicler William of
Malmesbury, after a disastrous crusade of his
own devising in 1101, Duke William plunged
most enthusiastically into a life of sexual
entertainment and frivolous versifying to
amuse his companions. He was obviously
strongly influenced by his travels; half his
surviving songs draw on a particular form of
Arab mystical poetry (the zajel) for their
detailed metrical structure and conventional
expressions.

The word "troubadour’” meant an author
or composer who discovered something new
— literally the ‘finder’ of something that had
not been known before. Duke William was
playing with novelty, and demonstrating that
poetry and song could be about absolutely
anything — or about nothing at all.

I made this verse on sweet FA
There 1S no person to portray
No talk of love or youth at play
Nothing, of course

Composed while \‘\'\‘{“l'\\? .l“’»tl"(i&‘.\

sat on my horse

\ cann Duke William was without doubt a true original. He was excommunicated
i twice. On the first occasion, in 1114, when the bishop of Poitiers imposed
the penalty for some unknown offence, he held the bishop at sword point
in the cathedral and demanded absolution. He didn't get it, which says
omething for the bishop's courage and possibly explains why the duke's
wde hadn’t achieved anvthing. The second excommunication was
wised by William's affair with the Viscountess of Chatellerault, alarm-
mgly known as Dangerosa. [ was said he kidnapped this mother of three
talled her in a tower in his palace at Poitiers. William of
M bury savs he even had her portrait painted on his shield, so '1 could
her into battle as she had borne me into bed’. The duke's wife was
hay P it all about this
William also fantasized about establishing a convent of prostitutes,

mcludes a great deal of crude sexual joking, with women



portrayed as fine horses to be mounted, or
as captives, and he jokingly records his
seduction by two ladies whose only concern
was to avoid disclosure:

But he also wrote some verses that
conveyed a much more reverent attitude to
women, which would become the basis of
what is called ‘courtly love’. In these poems
his lady is a married woman, and is as aloof
as she is desirable. There is a frequent
theme that the lover must be patient and, as
he waits for the lady’s favours, behave with
courtesy to all about him. For the courtly
lover, the lady alone has the power to kill or
cure; in her hands alone lies his salvation.

The language of Duke William's
compositions was the southern French
vernacular, Occitan. This was itself a radical
move, as up to this time the language of all
intellectual life had been Latin. But it was
no more revolutionary than the idea of a
lover addressing his love song to a married
woman. This was conventionally liable to
bring the death penalty and was regarded as
the equivalent of casting a spell on her.

This courtly romanticism flourished
under William’s son, and then his grand-

daughter, the redoubtable Eleanor of

Aquitaine. She established her own court in
Poitiers, which was dominated by the idea
of courtly love and, supposedly at least, run
by its rules. The court culture there was in
the vernacular tongue, and the old, heroic
warrior entertainments were deeply out
of date.

Shortly before Christmas 1182 the
Limousin troubadour Bertran de Born spent
time at Henry II's court at Argentan in
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Normandy, and complained about the boorishness of the old warrior

culture: ‘A court where no one laughs or jokes is never complete; a court
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without gifts is just a paddock-full of barons. The boredom and vulgarity
of Argentan nearly killed me.’ )

Troubadours were often great lords themselves, but less boorish than
those of Argentan. They performed their own songs and employed
jongleurs or minstrels as their accompanists. Aristocratic troubadours even
took part in singing competitions.

Not that these men weren't warriors. Eleanor’s sons Richard I and
King John were both tough and violent. But Richard ‘the Lionheart’,
whose idea of a satisfying life involved the use of extreme force on a face-
to-face, or even a nose-to-nose basis, was also a man who had been raised
in a troubadour culture. He wrote and performed elegant songs, both
at court and while on campaign. Two of his poems have survived, one with
the music.

BLONDEL

IT WAS BECAUSE OF RICHARD'S POETIC INCLINATIONS that the story of his
rescue by his minstrel, Blondel, had such wide currency. In 1192 Richard
was captured by Leopold of Austria while returning from the Third
Crusade. (He was alone and in disguise - typical of Richard, no other
English king would have created such an adventure.) He simply vanished,
and it was said that Blondel set out to find him. The minstrel wandered
from castle to castle, and outside cach he sang part of a song they had
composed together. At the castle of Diirnstein he heard Richard answer
his song by completing it. The king, having been found, could now be
ransomed.

This is a good poetic tale in itself, but probably apocryphal. Blondel
de Nesle was certainly a well-known troubadour, the composer of many
love songs. But he was not Richard's minstrel, a supporter of the English;
he was actually from northern France and wrote in the Picardy dialect. The
tale is probably a minstrel’s invention - the minstrel in question being the
unknown author of Récits d'un meénestrel de Reims, which appeared in
about 1260. Presumably he wanted to convey a clear moral: "Look after
your minstrel and he'll look after vou.'

The career of Blondel de Nesle is an illustration of the way in which
the troubadour influence had spread north to the Loire and beyond, out
of the Langue-d’oc. (Dante distinguished three cultural regions which
were defined by their word for 'yes': siin the south, oc in the middle and
oil m the north.)



Although the romanticization of song and poetry spread into
northern France, where the poets were called ‘trouvéres’, troubadour
poetry was uniquely linked to the culture of Provence, shaped by the
experiences of Provencal crusaders in the Middle East. It was within this
framework that the world of courtly love flourished, chivalry became
concerned with courtesy and the adoration of noblewomen, and a new
kind of literature arose: the poetic, epic romances of heroes like Arthur and

his knights.

CATHARS

AT THE SAME TIME, Provencal religious beliefs were changing significantly.
Hostility to the worldliness and greed of the Church was widespread
throughout Europe, but in Provence the belief that it was a fraudulent and
pompous organization that had misunderstood Christianity mutated into
a new form: Catharism. The Cathars believed the world was seized in a
combat between two divinities, God and the devil, and that the material
world was the territory of evil and the devil. They understood the Bible
not as a historical document but as an allegory, and saw Jesus not as a man
but as an angel.

They maintained that humans could free themselves from the evil
world by being good. The perfecti, ‘pure ones’, were idealistic, pacifist veg-
etarians. Many members of the Languedoc nobility supported and were
sympathetic to the Cathars.

There was an obvious contradiction between the earthy enthusiasm
of Duke William’s poetry and the flesh-denying asceticism of the Cathars.
To some extent this was moderated as Catharism came to dominate
Provengal courts. Troubadour music and poetry became more high-
flown, rhetorical and allegorical. Just as some of the music of the 1960s
was the voice of protest and hippy idealism, some of the troubadours of
the thirteenth century were the voice of Cathar protest. Even the
use of their own language rather than Latin had an anti-Rome flavour
to it.

Pope Innocent Il was deeply hostile to the movement. Recognizing
that its appeal was largely a reaction against the venality and corruption of
his Church (a criticism with which he thoroughly agreed), he tried to win
people back by sending poor preaching friars into the region, including a
group led by St Dominic in 1205. They failed to attract Cathars back to
the fold.
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In 1208, after the murder of a papal legate, Innocent [1I changed tack
and invited the chivalry of Europe to stop killing Saracens and start killing
Cathars — a worthy deed for which they would be granted absolution from
sin. This holy war, the first crusade deliberately launched against Christian
‘heretics’, lasted until 1229 and decimated the Languedoc. It was called
the Albigensian Crusade as the Cathars were identitied with the town of
Albi and known by the northern French as Albigensians.

It was ruthlessly savage. Arnold Aimery, the papal legate at the siege
of Béziers, ordered his men: ‘Show mercy neither to order, nor to age, nor
to sex... Cathar or Catholic, Kill them all... God will know his own.” The
attackers were Anglo-French Normans eager to seize property in the
Dordogne (nice farmhouse, needs some repairs...) This was how Simon de
Montfort was granted control of the area encompassing Carcassonne, Albi
and Béziers.

The troubadours had to flee or be killed. They sought refuge in
northern Italy, the Iberian Peninsula and the north, producing new musical
movements across Europe. In fact, the only real survivor of the slaughter
was the troubadour sensibility; an outflow of poetic retugees had an
impact on the rest of Europe comparable to the flight of intellectuals from
Nazi Germany. The comparison is not far-fetched. The Albigensian
Crusade was truly genocidal in intent, and it has been estimated that a
million people were slaughtered.

TRIUMPH OF THE VERNACULAR

ONE EXAMPLE OF THE TROUBADOUR INFLUENCE is in the work of Wolfram
von Eschenbach, a Bavarian who is remembered as the most brilliant of
Germany's narrative poets and who wrote the epic Parzival, which was
clearly based on Chrétien de Troyes” Arthurian romance, Perceval. Wolfram
said he used extra material given him at the time of the Albigensian
Crusade by one Kyot of Provence; apparently Kvot had taken refuge in
Spain, like many Provencal troubadours, betore going to Germany.

The legacy of the troubadours far outlasted their own shattered
culture. The mmpact on writers in other lands was profound, even when
they had no sympathy for the ideology of Catharismi. The most important
and influential of these admirers was the Italian Dante Alighieri, who at
the very begmmng of the fourteenth century wrote a Latin essay,
De Vulgar Eloquentua’ (On Vernacular Language), in which he extolled

spoken language (as opposed to Latin) as a suitable vehicle for literature.
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He identified as exemplars three great troubadours, one of whom, Arnaut
Daniel, he quoted in Occitan and immortalized in his Divine Comedy.

Arnaut’s poetry is quite astonishing. He writes with an unforced
lightness of touch, constructing rhyme-schemes and scansion that are
beautifully calculated and precise. The more you recite his verses the more
complexity is revealed beneath a surface that is entirely natural and open,
one human being speaking to another. It feels as though the language has
been borne along with the poem. This makes it quite untranslatable; it is
impossible to mimic the rhyme, scansion and spirit while translating the
meaning into another tongue. The joy of the poetry and the language that
expresses it are inseparable.

No vuelh de Roma I'emperi I don’t want the Empire of Rome

ni gu’om m’en fassa postoli or for someone to make me the Pope
qu’en lieis non aia revert if I can’t find a place by her

per cui m‘art lo cors e'm rima; by whom my heart is burned and scorched
e si'l maltrait no'm restaura and if she does not cure this injury

ab un baizar anz d'annueu, with a kiss within a year

mi auci e si enferna. I die and to hell with her

A great deal of effort went into making
troubadour verse seem respectable, and
collections of poems were produced with
biographies of the poets attached to the
verses attributed to them. (Usually no-one
was quite sure who had written what, and
the biographies were to some extent
derived from the content of whatever
poems were attributed to the troubadours
by the collator.)

The new emphasis on the validity
and importance of vernacular language
began to have an impact on the courts and
even the politics of western Europe. It
became important for monarchs to stake
out their intellectual territory as clearly as
they did the geographical boundaries of
their power. So to this end they started
employing intellectuals as court poets

and writers.
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These new poets were decidedly sniffy about the old minstrels. In
France, Eustache Deschamps said, “The artificial music of the minstrels
could be learnt by ‘le plus rude homme du monde’ (the most uncouth man
in the world).” Deschamps was a gentleman-usher to Charles V of France
in the 1370s, and rose and fell as a courtier while producing a quantity
of poetry which could hardly have been learnt by the most couth and
studious man in the world - some 82,000 verses — virtually a courtly
poetic diary.

The danger faced by a court poet was not the risk faced by Taillefer,
of death on a battlefield, or by a crude jongleur, of dying of penury and
cold in a ditch, but the danger of his verse being seen as subversive or
dangerous. Deschamps could not resist satirizing those he despised,
including members of the nobility, the government and the Church, and
financiers, lawyers and even women.

His parody of a pert young lady demanding attention scems, at a
distance, entertaining and nicely ironic:

I would say that in my view

| have good looks, a sweet face too
And rny mouth red like a rose.

Tell me if | am fair

My smile is sweet, my eyes like dew

A lovely nose, hair blonde rnight through,
Nice chin, my white throat shows

Am |, am |, am | fair? ...

Both courteous and kind, that's who
if strong and bold and handsome, too
Will win this prize so rare.

Tell me if | am fair..

Now discuss it between you
Think of what I've told you true
So ends my httle song

Am |, am |, am | fay?

Of course, such a poem might be satirizing some silly httle girl. But 1t
might equally well be read as an allegory in which the fair young girl is a

satirical image of a nobleman fluttering his eyelashes at potential co-



conspirators. Or such a nobleman, sensitized to the new delicacy of
vernacular poetry, might interpret it that way.
Deschamps ended up losing all his positions and his income.

THE VERNACULAR IN ENGLAND

THE NEW, COURTLY VERNACULAR came rather later to England than to the
rest of Europe. This was because, until the mid-fourteenth century,
England’s aristocracy had its own vernacular, which was different from
that of the common people. This tongue, Norman French, was a survival
of the Conquest. Although it became increasingly anglicized from the
early thirteenth century, the linguistic division between nobility and
commoners remained a real divide until about 1360. It was not until 1362,
when the Statute of Pleading was passed, that English became the
language of the law courts. But then the old Anglo-Norman French seems
to have faded away quite rapidly.

The English court in 1350 had been happy to listen to vernacular
poetry but it did not regard any particular regional language as its own.
In that year Edward Il decided to deal once and for all with the piratical
depredations of a well-connected Spanish freebooter, Don Carlos de la
Cerda, who had been busy loading treasure, supplies and loot at Sluis
in Flanders to be shipped back to the Basque coast. Edward obviously
felt that the very survival of his kingdom depended on asserting control
over the English Channel, and decided on a do-or-die challenge to
Don Carlos.

He assembled his fleet at Winchelsea, with himself on one tlagship,
the Thomas, and the Black Prince on another. The entire royal lineage was
there, even the king’s younger son, the ten-year-old John of Gaunt. The
royal ladies were lodged in a convent, from which they would be able to
watch the battle.

Waiting for the encounter, Edward prepared himself and his troops
by watching his minstrels perform a German dance, and listening to a
knight, Sir John Chandos, singing in French with his minstrels.* They were
entering as full participants into the world of heroic epic battle, but this
King did not see himself as particularly English.

The battle was indeed heroic. The Thomas went to the bottom, as did
the Black Prince’s ship, but the heroes survived and the Spanish lost 14 of
their 40 ships. This was, in fact, a more dramatic and bloody victory than
the better-known struggle of 1588 against the Spanish Armada. But the

o

*Froissart describes the moment. He does not say that Sir John sang in French,
but when Chandos’ herald composed a poem-chronicle life of the Black Prince,
that was in French, so it is unlikely that he would sing in English.
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poem that recorded what had happened was not in German or French. It
was in strikingly powerful English:

i shall not hold back from telling, and hope to succeed in the task,

Of men who were brave with weapons and admirable 1n armour

That now are driven to the grave, and dead despite all their deeds

They sall on the sea bed, fishes to feed

Many fishes they feed, for all their great vaunting

They came at the waning of the moon...*

4

Minstrel

A new literature was emerging in England, in which the English language
was being used in innovative ways, and which bridged the gap between the
court and the general population in the most extraordinary way. William
Langland’s poem Piers Plowman, a huge allegorical work on the Christian
concept of a good life, which first appeared around 1360, was copied and
recopied endlessly and was evidently well known by all classes of people —
lines from it were used as slogans and signals in the so-called Peasants’
Revolt of 1381. Poetry was alive and dangerous.

Something similar was happening in Wales, where at the beginning
of the fifteenth century there was a decree that said: ‘... no rimers, minstrels
or vagabonds, be maintained in Wales whom by their divinations, lies and
exhortations are partly cause for insurrection and rebellion now in Wales!”

But the Welsh bardic ‘rimers” were reaching back into old heroic
tradition, finding subversive nationalistic matter in the Welsh versions of
Arthurian legends, and using them as sustenance for the national rebellion
led by Owen Glendower. In England, the dangerous poets were new men
creating a new literature in their own tongue. The old minstrels looked
shabby and outdated. The situation was rather like that of the mid-
twentieth century, when the old vaudeville comedians - with their
distinctive repertoire of hand-me-down muaterial culled from many vears
of touring music halls - found themselves displaced by the university-
educated satirists of the television age who wrote their own fresh material

every \\'(‘(‘k.

A DANGEROUS GAME

TOWARDS THE END OF THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY Richard Il clearly saw
literature as terntory ta be accupied by the crown as firmly as any physical

terrntory and, having inherited a court poet from his grandfather, gave him

CHOW King fdvward & hee menye met with the Spaniardes in the see, The Poems
- W Lalrence Minot 1333=1352 Ongmally published in The Poems of Lsurence
_J’ i 'v’,( hanpr 1 13682 edited by Richard M Osbierg, trans A Ereira, (M1 Kalamazoo
e | Westar MiLhigan Unevertity for TEAMS, 1997)



every assistance and encouragement. His name was Geoffrey Chaucer, and
he was destined to become one of the major figures in English literature —
second only to Shakespeare.

Richard’s court, like that of Charles V in France, tolerated a relaxed
easy-going intellectual atmosphere in which satire and lampoons were
allowed to flourish. Chaucer took advantage of this to satirize the way the
Church had become corrupted and commercialized. For example, he told
the tale of a friar who was taken down to hell by an angel and happily
observed that he couldn’t see any friars there. He assumed this meant they
were all in heaven. Oh no, said the angel, there are plenty of friars down
here; and he accosts Satan.

"Hold up thy tail thou Satanas’ said he
‘Show forth thine arse and let the friar see
Where is the nest of friars in this place!’
And ere that half a furlong way of space
Right so as bees come swarming from the hive,
Out of the devil’s arse began to drive
Twenty thousand friars in a route.

And throughout hell they swarmed all about
And came again as fast as they may gone
And in his arse they crept in every John!

The Summoner’s Prologue

To offer satire at court is a dangerous game,
especially when one year’s patron is the
next year’s outcast. Richard II was
violently overthrown. His usurper,
who became Henry [V, was helped
to the throne by Thomas Arundel,
an archbishop of Canterbury who
had been exiled by Richard, and
who was determined to stamp
out any criticism of the Church,
especially criticisms in English,
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which any Tom, Dick or Harriet
could read and understand. Within
a year, Arundel began burning
‘heretics’ at the stake, and even
banned the use of English to discuss

Below: Geoffrey
Chaucer, as one
of the Canterbury

pilgrims.




/da

't."f‘%z.t. ?,,{V?\f :" “. e = r’;{‘((: “-'"b }\v:a
< "n;'{\‘ 2% £ - ; ( > ;‘:;I“

0"", nQ

- 4
L g e e
.{._‘.. J ,l ” E ] '3 Q\

. > \.J ¥ \ 4
St T .' 1A - »n

* ) - e

» b | . i 3 e ot mlt

-, « < *

.. L "'. i e
NG W & -
@ g s TP 4 | 8 -

PR & CAE o "
¢ #s 'S =7 25 » .‘-
X “\\\ £ O Q'
L I N X
ol N P ,\‘\‘ i |
. e [T 5
d ] -
. s o\ | ll F
- 4 & -
. ; A
\
x
& +

a2
. ._“ '~l’.‘".," a
AWV,
" £ = =3, Al O'~\
) (e ¥ O
H * (af® i SE
o P
. . %
| - s 3
¥ oY 0 @
¥ & » e ob
g ] V)—R'J\ K
W= p
. g » - ‘\.
T a r ) -\\‘. b/l
J 1 .. 4 4 J g
e A il wg
r / \ D ¥\
2 - NS Y e
gL \ ',"@.1
F > 3!
- - .
W L=
- » (= ¥ 1\ =K
e = o -
¥ - - i X
| “ e oo

: SO TR 8 L 2P G , 3
\E ﬂ"*&fﬁ, 'ii’-q S o, 0 .
S R SRS SR g

‘5.\\./ - tw



religion. Chaucer’s writing, filled as it is with criticism of the Church in
the vernacular, was exactly the sort of thing that was being stamped out.

Which may be the explanation for one of the unnoticed mysteries of
history. Chaucer, the father of English literature, disappeared without trace
at about the same time that Arundel was trying to limit the use of English
in literature.

Chaucer was probably the most famous commoner in the kingdom,
yet there is no record of his death, he did not leave a will and we do not
even know when he died. All we have is an illegible inscription on a tomb,
erected a century and a half after he disappeared, which does not mark the
site of his burial and as far as we know never even contained his remains.
He undoubtedly vanished quite mysteriously. It may be that he was
deliberately removed.

DECLINE OF THE MINSTREL

THERE WAS NO POSSIBILITY of undoing the changes that had begun.
Traditional minstrels, the old jongleurs, were out of fashion. They went
downmarket and became itinerant entertainers performing at fairs and on
street corners. Unemployed, they were outside the control of rich patrons
and could pretend to belong to whomever they wanted — even the king.

It got so bad that Henry VI instigated an investigation board to clamp
down on them. Any minstrel convicted of falsely claiming to have royal
patronage would be fined and forced to pray for the king's soul.

The luckier minstrels were hired as civil servants by towns, to bolster
citizens’ self-importance in civic ceremonies. In the fourteenth century
towns had given short-term contracts to minstrels in the service of
aristocrats when they needed a performance on a feast day or for an armed
muster, but by the fifteenth it seemed the supply was drying up. For
example, York Corporation had a trio — the ‘city waits’ — on retainer from
the time of Henry VI. They were provided with uniforms each Christmas
and performed at Easter, Corpus Christi, Christmas and on a couple of
saint’s days.

There were still court musicians, but few of them were minstrels in
the old sense of being general entertainers. And in courts where sovereigns
increasingly wrote poetry and performed their own songs, musicians were
accepted into very polite company. This was obviously the case with a
young dancer and harpsichord player, Mark Smeaton, minstrel to Henry
VIII and his queen, Anne Boleyn. One spring day in 1536 he was invited

o
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Opposite: Geoffrey
Chaucer recites his
poem Troilus and
Criseyde to Richard
I and his court.
They seem to be
swooning over this
story of sex and the
human condition.

67

Minstrel




NMinstre

.

to the home of Thomas Cromwell, Henry's chief minister. There, almost
certainly under torture and with a promise of immunity, he ‘made
revelations” about the queen, confessing to being her lover. It can be
deduced from the general incredulity at the confession (‘How could she
stoop so low?") that Smeaton did not come from a noble family.

He named several other men, including Anne’s brother George, Sir
Henry Norris, Sir William Brereton, Sir Francis Weston and Sir Thomas
Whvatt. Wyatt, a poet and songwriter whose work is as fresh today as it
was 500 years ago, had told Henry before the marriage that he had been
Anne’s lover.

Blame not my Lute !
Farewell! unknown; for though thou break
My strings in spite with great disdain,
Yet have | found out for thy sake,
Strings for to string my Lute again:
And If, perchance, this sely rhyme
Do make thee blush, at any time,
Blame not my Lute !

The men named were arrested, providing the pretext that allowed Henry
to dispose of Anne Boleyn and replace her with Jane Seymour. Wyatt was
released; it may be that Henry had a soft spot for songwriters. He was one
himself, and wrote a new arrangement and lyrics for an old tune, which he
called ‘Greensleeves'.

Alas, my love, you do me wrong,
To cast me off discourteously

For | have loved you well and long,
Delighting in your company.

Any aftection Henry might have felt for fellow-performers did not extend
to Smeaton, who was tried for treason on 12 May 1536, He was not
allowed to defend himself. He was hanged, cut down while stll alive,
his stomach was cut open and his intestines were pulled out in front of his
still-conscious eyes. Then his body was butchered.

The revels were ended, the Middle Ages had given way to the
ruthless cruelty of Renaissance power,

And what was left of the minstrels? Quite a lot; they had vanished as

a class, but mutated into something far broader, The literature, poetry and




drama of England now embraced and entertained the whole nation; and
could weave together the most sublime and powerful emotions and
delicate language, with the lowest comedy, to create a single, extraordinary
experience. This was made evident later in the century, when
Shakespeare’s work appeared. His colleagues in the high-minded
enterprise of presenting high tragedy and sophisticated comedy included
Will Kemp, a fellow-shareholder in the Globe Theatre — clown, dancer,
singer, instrumentalist and a man who fully appreciated the audience
appeal of a leap, a whistle and a fart.

Left: Will Kemp,

a clown in William
Shakespeare's com-
pany of players,
represents the
jongleur tradition
of entertainers. As
artists they were
full participants in a
new age of sophis-
ticated dramatic
performance.

P

And the queen under whose rule they flourished, the daughter of
Anne Boleyn, was said (very quietly) to bear more than a passing resem-
blance to Mark Smeaton.
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Young ) HE OUTLAWS OF MEDIEVAL ENGLAND are still the stuff of legend.
ng to | Heroes who bestrode the greenwood, fearlessly wearing only tights
and little short tunics that hardly covered their bottoms - the figure
of the medieval outlaw has come to represent freedom and justice for the
COMMaon man
Outlaws inhabit a kind of border territory in our medieval myth,
crossing back and forth between the pantomime vision of a jolly and well-
ordered medieval kingdom and the dark image of horribly vielent and
barbaric lawlessness. Taking a cool look at reality not only reveals the truth
I falsehood m both these 1Mages, hut also clarifies a central theme niq
hole book; the way in which medieval lives in England became

from those in the rest of Europe, as a disunct national society



Perhaps the most surprising example of
that distinctiveness is that in England,
uniquely .in Europe, bold robber outlaws
were necessary for the effective function-
ing of the kingdom.

This will all be explained as we
investigate whether bandits like Robin
Hood really existed, whether the forest
was truly a place of freedom and escape,
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and, of course, the key question, did
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outlaws never wear trousers?
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There certainly were plenty of out-
laws in the Middle Ages, in fact, more

4
3

than one might imagine. By the end of the
period, historians tell us, practically every-
one got outlawed at some stage of their
lives. It had become a minor inconven-
ience — a bit like having your credit card
stopped.

It is true that there were some other
outlaws whose violence blighted society,
but even there things are often not quite
what one might expect.

Take the drama that engulfed the
little village of Teigh, in Rutland, one
afternoon in 1340.

A REAL-LIFE OUTLAW GANG

A GANG OF ARMED MEN broke into the church, and the rector, whose place
of worship it had been for twenty years, was dragged outside into the street
and beheaded. The twist, however, is that the gang of armed men who slew
the man of God weren’t the outlaws. [t was the rector who was the outlaw.
His name was Richard Folville and he was one of six brothers who made
up the notorious Folville Gang.

A generation after their deaths, the Folvilles were celebrated as the
kind of outlaws who righted wrongs. One chronicle tells how they: ‘took the

law in to their own hands’ and rode out to right injustice with the force of

arms. ‘Folville's Laws’ became a synonym for ‘justified robbery’. They killed
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a widely-hated judge in the court of the Exchequer, and kidnapped a justice
of the King’s Bench whom a contemporary poem indicted as corrupt.

So were the Folvilles the real-life Robin Hoods? It would be exciting
to report that they were, but they weren't.

The Folvilles were the younger sons of minor aristocracy, who drifted
into a life of crime to support themselves in the style to which they were
accustomed. They weren’t robbing from the rich to give to the poor, they
were simply robbing, raping, beating, kidnapping and killing as a
livelihood.

And yet they were still held in some esteem in later years. They were
acquitted on charges of murder when brought to trial and the justice of the
peace who rid the world of Richard Folville, the rector, was forced to do
penance — touring the local parishes and being beaten at each church.

It seems that people in the Middle Ages may have had an ambivalent
attitude not simply to the Folvilles but to outlaws in general and to the
very question of bold robbers. Maybe that’s how one of our most popular
legends came about.

THE REAL ROBIN HOOD?

IF THERE EVER WAS A REAL ROBIN HOOD, he’s surprisingly hard to pin down.
There is confusion over where he lived (Nottinghamshire? Yorkshire?),
when he lived (the twelfth century, in the age of Bad King John and Good
King Richard? the fourteenth century?) and even whether he lived (the
occasional record referring to a criminal called Robin Hode or Hood may
be the origin of the story or the perpetuation of a legend).

But the medieval landscape would clearly be incomplete without
him. Robin Hood somehow represents a fundamental image of English
identity. Partly, of course, this is the bizarre English pantomime-identity of
innocent transvestite jollity, but he also carries a message of political
morality. A victim of injustice and of a corrupt, self-seeking sheriff, hiding
out in the forest with his company of rogues, he is a symbol of natural
justice, admired by the poor and hated by the fat cats of medieval England.

PRIDE IN ROBBERS

THE STRANGE FACT IS THAT THE ENGLISH always have been, and still are,
proud of their outlaw robbers — not just fictional ones, but real robbers like
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the Folvilles. They regarded them as unique. Outlaws in other countries
may have had codes of honour among themselves, but they were not
regarded as stout bold fellows as they clearly were in England. There was
felt to be the world of difference between an honourable robber and the
mugger who makes a sneak attack. In much medieval writing about
outlaws there is a presumption that their activities are honourable if
robbery is performed boldly, face to face. In fact, it seems to be treated
much like trial by ordeal: if God were not on the robber’s side he would
be defeated by his victim.

This admiration for outlaws could be found in the Middle Ages even
among those whose job it was to hang them. In 1470 Sir John Fortescue,
who had been chief justice of the King's Bench from 1442 to 1461, was
educating the Lancastrian Prince Edward, son of Henry VI, who he
expected would replace the Yorkist Edward IV as king. The prince, his
mother Queen Margaret and Fortescue were in exile in Flanders at the
time, and Fortescue wanted the prince to understand that the English were
a more courageous people than the French. He knew this, he explained,
because they made such bold outlaws:

Frenchmen are seldom hanged for robbery, for they have no heart to do such a terrible act. There are

therefore more men hanged for robbery and manslaughter in England in a year than are hanged in

France in seven years for such crimes... If [an Englishman] is poor and sees another man having riches

which may be taken from him by might, he will not spare to do so, unless that poor man should be very

aw-abiding

Could it be true that the medieval outlaw was fundamental to the
development of a unique English identity? If so, the story is very different
from that of the Robin Hood of pantomime. We imagine the outlaw as
essentially non-violent and honourable; this is what makes him deserve our
sympathy and affection. But just take a closer look at the actual medieval
Robin Hood.

ROBIN HOOD'S BRUTALITY

ROBIN AND HIS MEN are depicted as being from the yeoman class, and as a
band of ruthless killers. But this does not affect their status as the heroes
of these medieval tales. Robin Hood's virtue apparently lies less in his
sense of social justice than in his devotion to the Virgin and his hostility to

sherntts and monks.




The oldest of the stories, ‘Robin Hood and the
Monk’, is believed to date from around the time of
the Folvilles. Right at the start, Robin is determined to
take the risk of praying-at a shrine. On the way there
he gambles with, and tries to swindle, Little John,
whom he then strikes. They fight and John abandons
him. Robin is then spotted by a monk whom he has
robbed. The monk raises a hue and cry and the sheriff
of Nottingham and his men try to catch Robin:

But Robin took out a two-handed sword,

That hanged down by his knee;

There as the sheriff and his men stood thickest
Towards them went he.

Thrice he ran right through them,

In truth | to you say,
And wounded many a mother’s son,

And twelve he slew that day.

Robin Hood is eventually captured. Little John and another outlaw, Much,  Above: A sixteenth-
then come across the monk travelling with his page, and discover what has ~ ¢centwry image of
happened. Without a second thought, John kills the monk and: (Iji;’[;:;:“}l;‘}::,li:;[ fages.
Much did the same to the little page,

For fear that he would tell.

Little John and Much have killed a man who has acted lawfully throughout;
and they have also murdered a child witness. This is not supposed to show
them in a bad light. On the contrary, it shows the excellence of their loyalty
to Robin. A gangster who casually kills a child witness is, to a modern reader,
an irredeemable monster and a very long way from the pantomime version.

ANGLO-SAXON OQUTLAWS

OUTLAWRY WAS AN IMPORTANT PART of Anglo-Saxon law, but its meaning
was changed by the Norman Conquest.

Our concept of the ‘outlaw’ is shaped by our very strong notions of
personal liberty. We see feudal society with its strict definitions of status,
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Oppostte: The
European model of
justice: a trial before
the local lord, the
accused symbolically
prepared for hanging,
the law being entirely
in the lord’s hands.
This simply didn't
work in England.

.

where people were legally attached to the land and work was compulsory,
as oppressive. The Robin-Hood-type outlaw appeals to us as someone who
lives free of that oppression. But in the world of the eleventh century,
‘freedom’ was the very opposite of what we take it to mean today.
Everyone was bonded into a place in society; every man and woman
belonged, quite literally, to someone else. This was the basis of their
existence. Outlaws were people who had abandoned this bond to live as,
in effect, wild creatures.

At the time of the Norman Conquest, England was a very highly
structured society. Everyone had to be bound to a lord and to their own
family. A ‘lordless man’ was a suspect, if not dangerous, person; if he did
not have a lord who would take responsibility for him, his family had to
find him one; if they failed he could be dealt with as a rogue and vagabond.
Law was understood to be traditional, the property of the population.
Royal declarations of law were not intended as new legislation, but as
restatements by kings of the laws of their predecessors, and the legal
process was entirely at a local 'evel. Courts were held in shires (counties)
and hundreds (a division of a shire).

There was no distinction between civil and criminal law. All legal
processes came down to one person making an accusation against another
and demanding retribution. Criminal law, in which the state detects the
offence, takes the accused to court and demands and imposes punishment,
simply did not exist in early medieval society. Every householder had his
own ‘peace’, and a breach of this (a theft or act of violence) was followed
by an appeal to the local court, demanding cash payment in recompense.

The accused was required either to produce a set number of people,
‘oath-helpers’, who would swear his innocence on oath or to pay the cash
price associated with the offence. The value of a man’s oath depended on
his social status. This weighting also determined the number of oaths an
accused man needed to clear himself in court and the size of the payment,
if one was made in recompense for his offence. Every life had a cash value
(the wergild, or ‘'man price’). An aristocrat's (thegn's) life, and his oath, were
worth six times that of a common man (1,200 shillings as against 200).

Anglo-Saxon law codes read like modern insurance policies. For
example, the list of compensation pavments set out in the laws of
Ethelbert, King of Kent from 560 to 616, include:



Outlaw




If an ear be mutilated, six shillings.

If an eye be (struck) out, fifty shillings.

If the mouth or an eye be Injured, twelve shillings.
If the nose be pierced, nine shillings.
If the nose be otherwise mutilated, for each six shillings.

Let him who breaks the

chin-bone pay for it with twenty shillings.

For each of the four front teeth, six shillings, for the tooth which stands next to them four shillings; for that
which stands next to that, three shillings; and then afterwards, for each a shilling.
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And so the list went on, painstakingly costing fingers and toes, nails and
skin, bruises and bones. This, naturally, gave everyone a great interest in the
law. If the offender refused to pay up the victim was entitled to conduct a
private war, with the support of his hundred (local district).

Qath-taking was a religious ritual - one mistake in the recitation of
the formula, and the oath was discarded. If the accused could not find
enough oath-takers, but maintained their innocence, they were tried by
ordeal. If God brought them safely through the trial of hot iron or hot
water, or immersion in cold water, they were judged innocent.

Outlaws were men and women who had decided to hide rather than
face trial. (Actually, women could not be outlawed but became ‘waifs’,
which was much the same.) Such a person was part of no community and
so was regarded with deep fear. Outlaws had no oath value and therefore
no price could be attached to their lives. They could be killed with
impunity. It was an offence to feed, shelter or communicate with them.

It would take real desperation for a man or woman to choose to live
outside society, to voluntarily forfeit all their goods, to become a ‘wolf's
head” who could be legally slain by anyone. It would be an unlikely step
unless they were without hope of finding oath-helpers and were terrified
of the ordeal - in other words, were already virtually excluded from
society.

But in 1066 this elaborate structure suffered a shattering blow when
William the Conqueror and his Normans took over England.

CONQUEST
IN 1066 ENGLAND BECAME AN OCCUPIED COUNTRY, whose new masters knew
nothmg about the land they held or the people they ruled, and who did not

even speak the language. And Normans kept turning up dead, murdered, in
fields, woods and lanes. Although William decreed that the shire- and
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hundred-courts should carry on working, the legal system depended,
obviously, on the victims of crime or their relatives naming the criminals. It
depended, in fact, on a close-knit community. The Normans were not part
of that community. They needed to force it to hand over any culprits.

William demanded an oath of fealty from every freeman, and that
each man (unless he was part of the household of a lord) should be
enrolled in a ‘tithing’, a group of ten people who were obliged to produce
him in court if necessary. Proceedings were held at the court of the local
lord. This system was administered by the sheriff (shire reeve), and if
an accused failed to turn up when summoned the tithing was fined.
The penalty for outlawry was now exacted on the community from which
the outlaw had fled, reinforcing the sense of living under an alien
occupation.

When a Norman was killed William imposed a fine on the district
where the body had been found, unless the killer was promptly produced
by the community. The system was changed from one of community law
enforcement into one of collective punishment, similar to the regime
imposed in France by the Nazis during their occupation in the early 1940s.

Below: Trial by battle:
the combatants have
come with their biers,
ready to prove their
arguments by sheer
violence.
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The Norman system was totally based on violence; it had come to
England as a result of violence and it required all landholders to pay for
their land by doing military service. Oath-taking survived, but the
Normans found it unsatisfactory and insisted that in cases between
themselves they were entitled to trial by battle. A victim of violence,
appealing to the local lord for justice against the wrongdoer, could (if
denouncer and denounced were both of noble blood) be required to fight
the person they named.

This was supposedly a fighting man’s equivalent of trial by ordeal;
God would, in theory, ensure that in a fair fight victory went to the
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righteous. In reality, of course, it was a recognition and direct enforce-
ment of the fact that for the Normans might was right.

An Englishman accused by a Frenchman was not allowed to defend
himself with oath-takers, but instead had to choose between battle and
ordeal. And if the roles were reversed an English accuser faced a similar
problem. So if you were an elderly freeman whose son had been murdered
by a big, young, vigorous Norman you could go to a lord’s court, name
the killer and find that he demanded the right to do battle with you.
Oh, good.

The inevitable result was the deep reluctance of victims to accuse the
perpetrators of crimes. In fact, in the twelfth century half of all appeals
against murderers in local courts were brought by women, who could not
be made to do battle. The law had become something to be avoided, to the
extent that, at least in private appeals involving murder, almost one in five
was ignored by the defendant. After being summoned four times and
failing to appear he was declared to be an outlaw.

After the conquest William, the new owner of all land in England,
also replaced the system of cash compensation with one of fines and
confiscations to himself, along with corporal punishment.

People were reluctant to denounce aggressors to the sheriff not only
because they might have to face a battle challenge, but because the
accused might pass an ordeal and be declared innocent, in which case the
plaintiff would be heavily fined for false accusation. Claims over land were
also normally settled through trial by battle, and that, too, was an
uninviting prospect.

The bulk of the population had much less interest in using the law.
And outlawry — escaping the clutches of the law — changed its moral
category. Instead of simply being fugitives from decent society, outlaws
were now rebels, even guerrillas, hiding from a legal system that lacked
moral authority.

According to Matthew Paris, writing nearly 200 years after the
Norman Conquest and the traumatic events that followed it:

The English nobility and gentry were driven out from their possessions. Ashamed to beg, ignorant
of how to dig, they and their sons and brothers took refuge in the woods. They robbed and they raided
rapaciously, but only when they were lacking in game and other victuals.*

In other words, noble outlawry had come into being. In the chaos of the
early twelfth century, after the Conqueror’s death, many of the hundred-
courts ceased functioning altogether.

*G. Spraggs, Outlaws & Highwaymen (Pimlico 200)1, p.24. J« I J\" 83
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[HE JURY

CHE TIME HENRY 11 CAME TO THE THRONE in 1154 the system of law

nforcement }l,l\l \l‘”.ll‘\\'\l Jn\l Il(' m'(‘dnl 1o establish a new one. .I4|l('

ality, in fact the sheer brilliance, of what he did almost beggars belief.

Il nted new forms of law, new forms of court and new forms of legal
from the ground up, creating a legal culture in England that was
histinct from any other
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Offences committed on highways or during feasts and fairs had been
treated as injuries to the King himself, breaches of ‘the King's Peace’. This
was now extended to all acts of theft and violence; they were now ‘crimes’
and prosecution no longer depended on victims appealing to their local
court for recompense. Crimes were dealt with by the royal court, and this
meant that the royal court (or at any rate its judges) would from now on
turn up on people’s doorsteps and hold trials.

Obviously, Henry had to force people to report criminals rather than
relying on victims to do so. In the Assize of Clarendon (1166) he
demanded that 12 men in each hundred, and four in each vill (village),
swear before the king’s sheriff or a justice of the peace, upon oath, whether
or not there was anyone charged as a criminal in their district. Anyone
they named would be arrested and held in gaol (another novelty) until
the king’s own travelling judges — the ‘justices of the general eyre’ —
arrived.

This reporting panel was called a jury but it was not a jury as we
know it, there to hear evidence of events of which they knew nothing.
It was there because its members already knew what had happened, and
they were described at the time as witnesses. In fact, for an independent
witness to give evidence to them was itself a criminal offence, called
‘maintenance’. The jury was intimately connected with royal justice; it had
no place in local customary courts. When the king's judges arrived they
might ask all manner of questions of the jurors, such as what local customs
existed, who the landowners were, whether X had thrown Y oft his land
and so on and so forth.

When the jury nominated someone for trial there was no weighing of
evidence for and against him. Nor was trial by battle an option in the royal
courts. If there was plain evidence against the accused (such as possession of
stolen goods) or ‘if he bear an ill name and have a notoriously bad repu-
tation’ he would be held to be guilty, otherwise he would be tried by ordeal
(‘the judgement of water’). A confession, once made, could not be retracted.

The ordeal of water involved being trussed up and thrown into it.
If the accused floated, the water was rejecting him on account of his guilt.
If he sank, he was hauled out legally innocent, but:

... if they have a very bad reputation and are publicly and scandalously decried on the testimony of

many lawful men, shall forswear the king's lands, to the effect that within eight days they shall cross

the sea unless the wind detain them; and with the first wind which they have thereafter they shall cross

the sea, and they shall never return to England unless by the grace of the lord king, and there let them

be outlaws, and if they return let them be taken as outlaws.
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It also meant that people might not be convicted, even in the face of
the plainest evidence, if a jury believed a hanging would be unjust. One
jury claimed that ‘when playing ball the ball had hit an unseen barbers
hand so that he cut his customer’s throat’. Another declared, apparently
with a straight face, that ‘the deceased walked backwards into the path of
an arrow’.

BOROUGH COURTS

EACH TOWN HAD ITS OWN LAWS AND BOROUGH COURTS, so there too the
‘common people’ became used to using the processes of the law and
developing their own notions of legal fairness. These courts usually dealt
with offences such as trespass, property disputes, assault, petty theft and
debt — minor matters that the royal courts at first preferred to avoid, if
they could.

However, the fourteenth century saw an increase in litigiousness as
avenues opened up for people to complain about any perceived wrong,
and as the royal courts opened themselves up to appeals of even minor
cases from lower courts. The jurisdiction of the boroughs, based on
customary law, was thus undermined.

The borough courts, though, were busy with much more specific
matters. Certainly, from the time of the Black Death between 1348 and
1349 and the Statute of Labourers in 1351, which attempted to control
wages, local authorities regulated the price of all bread and ale that was
sold. The courts used the law to enforce these regulations, and imposed
their own systems of punishment (town courts could not outlaw
criminals), which ranged from mutilation to forcing offending traders in
bad goods to eat their produce in public, or have their bad drink poured
over them. As with rural juries, maintaining the law was a matter of shame
and reputation,

Haggling over basic commodities was illegal, and in most food
markets any bargaining was punishable by a tine and holding an auction
was seen as a criminal act, held in secret. The ‘law of supply and demand’,
that nsists on higher prices at times when goods are in short supply, was
regarded as anathema and therefore not allowed to operate in these
medieval markets.

It can be argued that the true end of the Middle Ages came in the
seventeenth century, when prices were allowed to rise in times of dearth,

and the laws of supply and demand took over.



OUTLAWED BY GOSSIP

THE GREAT ACHIEVEMENT OF THE REVOLUTION in English law was that it did
not dilute the effectiveness of law as an instrument of royal power, but
allied it to the morality and gossip of local communities. This had the
paradoxical effect of driving quite a lot of people into outlawry while
making outlaws into symbols of righteous disaffection.

This rhyme was made in the wood, under a laurel tree.

There sing blackbird and nightingale, and the hawk ranges.

It was written on parchment to be better remembered,

And thrown into the highway so that someone should find it.*

This is from a poem of about 1306 which purports to have been written
by an outlaw. It gives a fairly clear insight into what might make some men
become outlaws.

According to this outlaw poet, living in medieval England was like
living in a neighbourhood-watch police state. Getting on badly with the
neighbours was likely to end in indictment, with those neighbours forming
the jury:

lll-disposed people, from whom God keep his pity,
out of their lying mouths have indicted me

of wicked robberies and other crimes,

so that | do not dare to visit my friends...

If these wicked jurors refuse to mend their ways
so that | may go riding to my country,

if | can capture them, I'll make their heads fly off.
I'll not give a penny for all their threatening words.

Even your own servants could denounce you:

Sir, if I wish to punish my serving-boy

with a thump or two, to mend his ways,

he will lay information and have me detained,
and before | leave jail | must pay a large ransom.

The gossip of the poet’s neighbours and servants handed
power to the local officer of the crown, a man whose main

*Translated by G. Spraggs from ‘Trailbaston’, ed. [.S.T Aspin in
Anglo-Norman Political Songs (Oxford, Blackwell for the Anglo-
Norman Text Society, 1953), pp. 67-78.
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The whole system of sanctuary may seem extraordinary to us. Why
on earth should the Church be prepared to harbour thieves and murderers
and protect them from the law? Actually the same thought struck a lot of
people at the time. -

In 1402 the Commons complained that the sanctuary associated
with the London church and college of St Martins le Grand, just north
of St Paul’s near Aldersgate, was being abused by ‘murderers, traitors
and disturbers of the King's peace’ who ‘hide out by day and at night
go forth to commit their murders, treasons, larcenies, robberies and
felonies’.* And a century later a Venetian traveller, visiting England in the
time of Henry VII, recorded his amazement that so many villains were
permitted to conduct organized criminal activities under the shelter of the
Church.**

The idea of sanctuary dates back to ancient times, and was vigorously
defended by Saxon kings. It may be that in the days of vendetta, when law
was a matter to be settled by individual families, the church could offer a
cooling-off period during which some accommodation could be arrived at.
However, as the law developed such considerations began to appear
outdated.

But for much of the Middle Ages, sanctuary was a hotly disputed
subject. In some places the area of sanctuary around a given religious
building was enormous — the boundaries being clearly marked by special
‘sanctuary posts’. For instance, around both Hexham Abbey and Beverley
Minster, crosses were erected in a radius of one mile to indicate the area
of sanctuary.

To qualify for a permanent position as a Sanctuaryman in Beverley,
the accused had to make a full confession of his crime, which was then
duly recorded in a register that was kept in the Minster and which still
exists. The Beverley records show that the most common perpetrators of
crimes of violence were butchers, while the most frequent debtors were
builders. Plus ¢a change. ..

Most sanctuaries, however, could only offer a short-term solution to
the average criminal’s woes. If he refused to leave at the end of the forty
days, he was as good as dead. Any layman who even communicated with
him after the forty days were up would be hanged. When he finally
emerged, he would be immediately seized and executed on the spot,
unless he swore on the Gospels to ‘abjure the realm’. In which case he
would be issued with a crude sackcloth garment, without a belt, and a
wooden cross to carry and he would have to make for the nearest port.
There he would have to take the first ship out of England, and for every

*Rot. Parl. Ill 504.
**A Relation of the Island of England about the year 1500 (Camden
Soc., 1847) pp. 34-5.
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day he failed to find a passage, he would have to wade into the sea up to  Opposite: The forest
His kiees: was just an area of
land and trees were
not essential. The
punishment. greenwood was a

If the criminal could not leave within forty days due to bad weather,  symbolic landscape,

3 . oSenting e,
then, in theory, they could seek new sanctuary in another local church — 7Presening asd"
from oppression, the

and start the whole business all over again. However, there is no record of oy opposite of

It's probably the only time that paddling has been used as a form of

this ever happening. The majority of them just threw away their wooden  forest.
crosses on a lonely stretch of road and melted away into the woods to

take up a new identity or join the many bands of outlaws that plagued

the country.

THE GREENWOOD REFUGE

THE OUTLAW POET contrasts the ‘false dealing” and ‘bad law’ from which he
is fleeing with the fairness of nature:

For this reason | shall stay in the woods, in the pleasant shade;
there is no false dealing there, nor any bad law,

in the wood of Belregard, where flies the jay,

and the nightingale sings daily without ceasing.

‘Robin Hood and the Monk’ begins with a strikingly similar evocation of
the woodland idyll:

In summer, when the woods do shine,
And leaves be large and long,

It is full merry in fair forest

To hear the birdies song,

To see the deer draw to the dale,

And leave the hills so high,

And shelter in the leaves so green,
Under the green wood tree.

The notion of the ‘greenwood’ as an Arcadian idyll runs through the
outlaw legends. Today we associate it with forests, but ‘forest’ was a
technical term in the Middle Ages and stood for something that was far
from idyllic. It is not at all obvious why the ‘green wood’ should have been
described as a place of sanctuary from the law.
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FOREST LAW

ONE OF WILLIAM'S FIRST ACTS as conqueror of England was to create ‘The
New Forest’. This didn't mean he planted a lot of nice trees so people
could enjoy a picnic in the shade. What he was doing was ear-marking a
vast tract of land as his own personal hunting-ground. This is what the
Norman word ‘forest’” meant. Whether there were trees or not wasn't
really the point. The ‘forest’ was wherever ‘Forest Law’ applied, and ‘Forest
[Law’ was not something anyone wanted to live under.

Towns and villages could be, and were, destroyed, and every animal

and tree became royal property. The forest was administered by royal




officials with draconian powers, who replaced the community as
denouncers before the court.
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says of William:

He made many deer-parks, and he established laws therewith; so that whosoever slew a hart, or a hind,

should be deprived of his eyesight. As he forbade men to kiil the harts, so also the boars; and he loved
the tall deer as if he were their father. Likewise he decreed respecting the hares that they should go free.

His rich men bemoaned it, and the poor men shuddered at it.

The poor men shuddered at it because they were now under a set of laws
that had nothing to do with common law, under which William destroyed
their towns, villages and churches.

Hunting was an activity reserved by law for the nobility. It was, of
course, their main occupation apart from warfare. Nevertheless, no king
needed all the designated land for hunting; there was simply too much
of it. It formed an alternative kingdom, from which he drew revenues and
profits directly. Every monarch from William I to Edward 1 was denounced
at one time or another for extending the royal forest and the abuse
of the power associated with the law. This became a perpetual grievance,
with kings forced to back off between bouts of afforestation of open country.

Forest law was deeply resented as a form of tyranny, and records
show that entire peasant communities living in royal forests were often
brought to trial for concealing offenders, protecting them, and refusing to
help catch them or take part in investigations. The greenwood of the
poems appears to represent a notional, pre-Norman land where officers
of the Church and the king were, in effect, foreigners at the mercy of
the English, who lived by their own ancient codes. It is a nostalgic fiction,
which serves as a standing reproach to those in power. The outlaw
poet again:

You who are indicted, | advise you, come to me,

to the green wood of Belregard, where there is no entanglement,
just wild animals and pleasant shade;

for the common law is too unreliable.

This nostalgia did not mean that outlaws were non-violent. The earliest
Robin Hood poetry is very comfortable with violence, and the outlaw poet
is hardly a pacifist (he says, ‘I was never a killer, of my own will, at least’).
But compared with the evil of the corrupt world of public administration,
symbolized by the sheriff, the outlaw was a model of propriety.

Opposite: Hunting
was reserved for
nobility. A medieval
illustration of Ovid's
description of hare
coursing.

95
Outlaw



SHERIFFS

I REAL SHERIFFS OF NOTTINGHAM lived up to the one immortalized in the
Robin Hood tales pretty well. Philip Mark, sheriff from 1209 to 1224, was
celebrated for robbery, false arrest, unjustly throwing people off their
property and persistent attacks on local landed interests, both secular and

clestastical. Henry de Faucemberg, sheriff from November 1318 to
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wed over £285 to the king and had to face charges of extortion. John
Oxenford, sheriff from 1334 to 1339, was accused in 1341 of ‘illegal
mce, abusing his authority in regard to the county gaol and its

vell as various extortions’. He didn't show up in court and



Another sheriff, Sir Robert Ingram, was an ally of the Coterel gang,
notorious fourteenth-century bandits who terrorized Derbyshire and
Nottinghamshire, including Sherwood Forest, from 1328 to 1332. These
were no common criminals. They were ‘gentlemen’ like the Folvilles,
probably the younger sons of landed gentry, who, when they were not
committing crimes such as robbery, extortion and murder, often for
money, were serving in Edward III's wars in Scotland and France while
holding public office as bailiffs and even Members of Parliament. The
Coterels created their own framework of social roles, with lieutenants,
recruits, organization, division of labour, maintainers and laws; one of their
lieutenants, Roger de Sauvage, referred to the gang as ‘la compagnie
sauvage'. James Coterel was accused in one indictment of recruiting
20 members in the Peak District and Sherwood Forest.

NOBLE OUTLAWS

THE COTEREL GANG INDICATES THE EXISTENCE of a different kind of outlaw.
There were many robber gangs that consisted largely of men of good birth
who had no way of making a living except during wars. This was, to some
extent, the consequence of a system of inheritance that passed everything
to the eldest son. Outlaws were therefore often linked directly into the
governing class. One of the accomplices in the Folvilles’ kidnapping of
Richard de Willoughby was Sir Robert de Vere, constable of Rockingham
Castle in Northamptonshire. The castle was a base for armed gangs who
came and went after dark. No-one bringing provisions to it was allowed to
enter, to prevent them knowing who was there.

Some of these outlaws threatened to use violence to right the evils
of bad government, under the banner of some kind of alternative rule.
A letter from one gang leader has survived from the time of Edward IIIL
Addressed to Richard de Snaweshill, parson of the church at Huntington in
Yorkshire, and written in French in 1336, it commands in the name of
‘Lionel, King of the Rout of Raveners’ that he remove a priest from his
office in the vicarage of Burton Agnes (evidently a relative of de Snaweshill)
and then replace him with the man chosen for the job by the abbot of
St Mary’s:

And if you do not do this, we make our avow, first to God and then to the King of England and to our
own crown that... we shall hunt you down, even if we have to come to Coney Street in York to do it...
Given at our Castle of the North Wind, in the Green Tower, in the first year of our reign.*

“M. Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval Legend, Routledge, p. 200.
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Another sheriff, Sir Robert Ingram, was an ally of the Coterel gang,
notorious fourteenth-century bandits who terrorized Derbyshire and
Nottinghamshire, including Sherwood Forest, from 1328 to 1332. These
were no common criminals. They were ‘gentlemen’ like the Folvilles,
probably the younger sons of landed gentry, who, when they were not
committing crimes such as robbery, extortion and murder, often for
money, were serving in Edward III's wars in Scotland and France while
holding public office as bailiffs and even Members of Parliament. The
Coterels created their own framework of social roles, with lieutenants,
recruits, organization, division of labour, maintainers and laws; one of their
lieutenants, Roger de Sauvage, referred to the gang as ‘la compagnie
sauvage'. James Coterel was accused in one indictment of recruiting
20 members in the Peak District and Sherwood Forest.

NOBLE OUTLAWS

THE COTEREL GANG INDICATES THE EXISTENCE of a different kind of outlaw.
There were many robber gangs that consisted largely of men of good birth
who had no way of making a living except during wars. This was, to some
extent, the consequence of a system of inheritance that passed everything
to the eldest son. Outlaws were therefore often linked directly into the
governing class. One of the accomplices in the Folvilles” kidnapping of
Richard de Willoughby was Sir Robert de Vere, constable of Rockingham
Castle in Northamptonshire. The castle was a base for armed gangs who
came and went after dark. No-one bringing provisions to it was allowed to
enter, to prevent them knowing who was there.

Some of these outlaws threatened to use violence to right the evils
of bad government, under the banner of some kind of alternative rule.
A letter from one gang leader has survived from the time of Edward IIL
Addressed to Richard de Snaweshill, parson of the church at Huntington in
Yorkshire, and written in French in 1336, it commands in the name of
‘Lionel, King of the Rout of Raveners’ that he remove a priest from his
office in the vicarage of Burton Agnes (evidently a relative of de Snaweshill)
and then replace him with the man chosen for the job by the abbot of
St Mary’s:

And if you do not do this, we make our avow, first to God and then to the King of England and to our
own crown that... we shall hunt you down, even if we have to come to Coney Street in York to do it. ..
Given at our Castle of the North Wind, in the Green Tower, in the first year of our reign.*

*M. Keen, The Outlaws of Medieval Legend, Routledge, p. 200. ; ’ 97
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There are plenty of examples of robbers coming from noble and semi-
noble families. It appears that the career of outlaw was perhaps seen as a
legitimate one for a well-born, high-spirited younger son — or a cast-off
serving man of ambition. Ballads about outlaws imply it was not fair that
death on the gallows should be the reward for intrepid and sometimes
prankish feats — especially if the victims were mere usurers, monks or tax-
gatherers.

This may be linked to another unique feature of England in the
Middle Ages: the fact that knighthood was not hereditary. Primogeniture
had become established over much of western Europe in the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, and from the thirteenth century knights had to offer
‘proofs of nobility’ — show they were the elder sons of knights. This meant
there was a universal younger son problem, but only in England could
those younger sons earn a knighthood.

Moreover, only in England was knighthood a potential career for all
comers — only there could a servant or the son of a tradesman win the
spurs of military command.

This was possible because the feudal levy only produced a militia
who served for a limited number of days a year and did not have to travel
overseas. But England was an island kingdom fighting long campaigns
overseas. This is why landowners were allowed to pay a tax rather than
serve. Their service was not very useful. It made more sense to create
knights from the ranks of landless men who needed pay. So England, more
than anywhere else, offered wartime careers of status to landless men.

But what was to happen to these knights, esquires and hopefuls
between wars? They had no land to go to. A life of bold robbery became,
in practice, a necessity for men who had no living of their own, and who
had failed to make much out of the last war but were hopeful of doing so
from the next.

At least until the mid-fifteenth century (and the end of the Hundred
Years War), outlaw robbers were, in fact, a national resource and kings
depended on them. This explains some of the ideas behind the outlaw
ballads, including the fact that Robin Hood stories often end ‘happily’ with
him being released from outlawry by the King. This is not particularly
fanciful. Many outlaws were pardoned, usually in return for fighting in the
army or helping the king in some other way. These acts of ammnesty were
necessary to stop the number of outlaws increasing endlessly. And the men
involved were important recruits to the army and administration. England
needed 1ts bold outlaws. It needed them so much that they could buy their
pardons, and be recruited mto respectability.



Not all of them remained respectable. In 1335, the outlaw gangster
Nicholas Coterel was made the queen’s bailiff for the High Peak District
of Derbyshire. Within two years he was accused of interfering with tax
collection and ‘having been guilty of many other oppressions by the
pretext of his office’, but that is hardly surprising. Similarly, when two
outlawed associates of the Coterels, Sir William de Chetulton and Sir John
de Legh, were pardoned and then commissioned, together with James
Stafford, a well-known gang leader, to capture two other robbers it was
only a matter of months before they were in a Nottingham gaol accused
of attempted rape. Both of them subsequently served their king in his
Scottish wars: in 1336 they were instructed to recruit archers in Cheshire
and lead them north into Berwickshire.

It was the same story with the surviving Folville brothers. After 16
years of criminal activity they were all pardoned. One of them, Eustace,
was even knighted for his ‘good services’ to the king. But in the course of
only six years he received no less than three more pardons — two of them
because he had fought against the king’s enemies — for crimes that
included murder, rape and armed robbery.

England depended on its bold outlaws. And its admiration of these
men would echo throughout its history, with the forest ultimately
transferred to colonial frontiers where Billy the Kid, Ned Kelly and a
hundred other lawless men would inherit this strange tradition.
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Above and opposite:

Images of the
wnworldly monk -
harvesting wheat
and felling a tree
from Gregory the
Great'’s Moralia in
Job. Produced for
the Abbey of
Citearx m 1111,
this dluminated text
portravs an deal of
monastic life
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HE MEDIEVAL MONK is* an emblem of un-
worldiness.  Shut away in his cloister, he
dedicated himself to a life of prayer, hard work,
poverty, self-denial and silence. He cut himself off
from the temptations of the ordinary world in
order to give himself to God. The life of a medieval
monk was literally ‘out of this world’. The story of
the monastic life should be uneventful from
beginning to end. But of course it isn’t. Monks
couldn’t totally cut themselves off from the material
world, even when they wanted to.
And there were times when they didn’t want to.
On the morning of Sunday 18 October 1327, for
example, the monks in the abbey of Bury St Edmunds ended
their prayers, filed out through the abbey’s crenellated gate and
proceeded to the parish church. This was full of men, women and children.
The monks threw off their habits - revealing that some of them wore
armour under their robes — and burst into the church. They seized a number
of citizens by force and dragged them back to the abbey as prisoners.

Sometime later the townsfolk assembled at the abbey to demand the
prisoners’ release. The monks replied with a hail of missiles, killing a large
number of people. Later in the day the town bells summoned a larger
party of armed men including aldermen, burgesses, a parson and 28
chaplains, who all took a solemn oath to live or die together. They then set
fire to the gates and stormed the abbey.

Obviously no-one in Bury St Edmunds associated thcsc monks with the
contemplative life. Monks were the constant target of satire and lampoon in
fourteenth-century England. To appreciate what had gone so badly wrong at
Bury, we must understand what had happened to the monastic ideal.

THE START OF MONASTICISM

FHE IDEA OF LIVING IN A COMMUNFTY cut off from your fellow men in order
to worship God didn't really get going in the West until around AD 500,
when o Roman nobleman by the name of Benedict got fed up with life in
the big city. Rome was far too full of people enjoying good food, drink and
sex for his taste. So he took a servant and settled in the countryside where,
unfortunately, his reputation for being able miraculously to mend broken

pottery started to attract the crowds.




So he sought out a reasonably inaccessible cave
halfway up a cliff face, with no modern conveniences
and no plumbing. A monk from one of the nearby
religious establishments came every day to lower a
basket of food down to him. And Benedict made sure
there was no oyster sauce or deep-fried wontons in his

daily picnic — indeed, he didn’t want anything he could
actually enjoy. As far as Benedict was concerned, God
placed us in this world to give us the opportunity to refrain
from enjoying our brief time here, in order to concentrate on
thanking him for placing us in this world.

It was a philosophy that seems to have appealed to a surprising
number of people, and news of Benedict’s sanctity spread
throughout the region. He ended up founding his own monastery.
There he wrote his famous Rule (or set of regulations) which
became the foundation stone of the monastic movement in the
Middle Ages.

As far as he was concerned, he was founding a community
where men worked and prayed ‘for the service of the Lord’, and he
didn’t want it to be too strict. The Rule states: “We hope to introduce
nothing harsh or burdensome.” However, Benedict was a Roman
patriarch, and he put a great emphasis on obedience. And not just
any old obedience - it had to be instantaneous, unquestioning and
done with a good grace.

And don’t think you could get away with just putting a good face
on it:

For if the disciple obeys with an ill will and murmurs, not necessarily with his lips
but simply in his heart, then even though he fulfil the command yet his work will
not be acceptable to God, who sees that his heart is murmuring. And, far from

gaining a reward for such work as this, he will incur the punishment due to

murmurers. ..

As well as disliking ‘murmuring’ Benedict wasn’t a fan of laughter: ‘As for
coarse jests, and idle words, or words that move to laughter, these we con-
demn everywhere with a perpetual ban.” He also laid down that monks
should not speak except when given permission to do so by their superior.

And to avoid what he called ‘the vice of private ownership’, they should

own nothing, have no private possessions, and beds were to be examined
frequently by the abbot to make sure they hadn’t hidden anything.



Otherwise, Benedict's Rule gives detailed instructions for the monastic
community — the number, order and choice of psalms and the hours of
offices, the correction and punishment of monks, the way they are to sleep,
what and how much they should eat (no meat unless they were very ill) and
even what sort of person the cellarer should be. If a monk went on a journey
he was forbidden to relate what he might have seen or heard outside the
monastery, which Benedict saw as a hermetically sealed, self-contained unit.

The main ways in which the Rule can be said to avoid anything ‘harsh
or burdensome’ is that, unlike some regimes, it did not prescribe a
starvation diet or demand sleep deprivation. It also allowed monks to wear
clothes appropriate to the climate - though no mention is made of
underpants, an important omission, as we shall see later.

For the next half millennium, Benedict's Rule was disseminated
throughout the monasteries of western Europe — first under the aegis of
Pope Gregory the Great and then under Charlemagne. By the eleventh
century his form of monasticism had a virtual monopoly of religious
houses, but whether he would have approved of the way his Rule was
being interpreted is quite another matter, as a would-be monk by the name
of Herluin found out.

HERLUIN BECOMES A MONK

.
HERLUIN WAS A NORMAN WARRIOR who, at the age of 40, decided he was
getting too old for the business and became a conscientious objector.
Besides, he had been told that he would go to hell if he killed people. He
determined to trade in his sword for a prayer book and become a monk,
and in 1031 he walked into a monastery to see what it was like. As his
biographer, Gilbert Crispin, records, he got quite a surprise.

After offering a prayer he approached the door of the cloister with great reverence and nervousness, as if

ere the gate of Paradise he was very eager to find out what was the way of life of the monks, and
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He saw that they were all far from observing the serious way of life which the

fo demands, he was distressed, now completely uncertain what kind of life he should choose

nt the warden of the monastery saw him entering and, thinking him to be a thief, lut him as
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neck and dragged hum out of the door by his hair

Herluim had gone to the trouble of teaching himself to read and write, and
was not to be put off so easily. He tried again:



Next Christmas he went for the same purpose to another, better-known monastery. As the brethren went

out in festive procession on this solemn day, Herluin saw the monks smile at the lay folk all around with

unbecoming familiarity, delighting in showing off their lavish ornamentation, and as they got to the door,

quarrelling noisily as to-who should go first. One monk punched his fellow who was jostling to get in,

and then laid him flat on his back on the ground. Such, as we have said, were still the barbaric manners

which were common throughout Normandy.
Vita Herluini

Herluin ended up building his own small monastery. The local bishop
ordained him as a monk and made him abbot, so his monastic career was
obviously off to an excellent start. He lived as he thought a monk ought,
eating one light meal a day, wearing old, black woollen robes and
combining hard physical work with regular prayer according to the mon-
astic rules laid down by St Benedict. He soon attracted an enthusiastic
little community, and had to build a bigger monastery at the village of Le
Bec-Hellouin, southwest of Rouen in Normandy, to accommodate it.

It may seem surprising that an ex-warrior like Herluin should take
the strict observance of Benedict's precepts so seriously. But, strange
though it may seem, the activities of monks — cloistered and cut off from
the world though they may have been — were regarded as an essential
back-up to the Norman military machine.

SAVING THE SOULS OF FIGHTING MEN

THE PROBLEM GOES BACK to that inconvenient Commandment: ‘“Thou shalt
not kill." In the eleventh century this was taken to mean what it said: Thou
shalt not kill. And just because you were having a war was no excuse. This
was a bit awkward if you happened to be a fighting man, professionally
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Left: Knights
depended on monks
to pray for their
souls and also to
redeem them from
the divine penaliies
incurred by their
acts of violence.
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engaged in the business of breaking that commandment in particular
(amongst many others). )

Like most people, however, warriors had every confidence in the
power of prayer. They were also convinced that the purer and simpler a
person’s life was, the more likely God was to listen favourably to them.
Since monks were supposed to live the purest and simplest of lives their
pravers were seen as a hotline to God, and they provided an essential
service for the Norman armies — saving warriors’ souls once the fighting
was over.

The soul of a tenth- or eleventh-century fighting man would not be
easy to save. It required the strenuous effort of a significant number of
monks to pray him out of damnation. Homicide in a public war, cven at
the command of a legitimate ruler, required doing penance for 40 days and
abstention from church. William the Conqueror, with overall respons-
ibility for some 10,000 deaths, needed (if anyone were ever to do the
arithmetic, which they did not) about 1,100 years of serious religious
effort. He would not have finished yet — not unul 2162.

After the Battle of Hastings each Norman soldier was told to do 120
days’ penance for every man he had killed, which would have created even
greater problems. But of course the Church was ever willing to subcontract
the work, at a price. If William's penance was split between a couple of
hundred monks, his soul could be cleansed in less than six years. He
founded an abbey at the site of the battle. He founded another at Barking
in Essex; and another at Selby in Yorkshire (he had to kill a lot of people
in Yorkshire). And he and his wife and sons, perhaps feeling insecure,
gave a great deal more money and land to a great many other churches
and abbeys,

In fact, by the time William died, 26 per cent ot all the land in
England belonged to the Church.

THE MONASTIC CATCH-22

T BECAME THE CUSTOM for rich people and fighting men like the Norman
solchiers, whose ways of life put their souls in such great jeopardy, to pay
monks to do the praying thev were too busy to do for themselves. This had
one profound eftect: prayer became a commodity. It gained a commercial
value and this was eventually to prove the undoing of the whole system.
The essential thing about monks was their religious way of lite - the

fact that they lived lives of poverty, simplicity and devotion. The snag was



Left: The church’s
success in winning
substantial gifts from
lay patrons was a
direct result of the
compelling way it
explained what
would happen to
them after death.

that the poorer, simpler and more devout a particular institution was, the
keener the rich and violent were to shower money and land on it to
assuage their consciences.

Thus the poorer, simpler and more devout a monastery was in its
beginnings, the more likely it was to get rich and powerful quickly. And
once it became rich and powerful it was no longer, by definition, poor and
was therefore less likely to remain simple and devout.
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MONASTERIES AND POWER

THERE WAS ALSO A BUILT-IN TENDENCY for the monastic movement to

accumulate power. Even when the rulers of monasteries were ostensibly
confronting the worldliness of their institutions, they simply couldn’t help
becoming powers in their own right...

When Herluin was building his monastery at Bec, for example, a
rather celebrated Italian scholar, by the name of Lanfranc, turned up.
Lanfranc had initially come to Normandy because he had heard that there
was a dearth of learning in the region and thought he would be able to
‘gain wealth and honour’ there. He then decided to move into the area of
religion. Perhaps still in pursuit of wealth and honour, he decided to seek
out the poorest and most despised monastery he could find - which
happened to be the ex-soldier’s humble establishment at Bec.

Herluin, as someone with plenty of fighting experience but no book
learning, welcomed the famous scholar with open arms, and gave him
special treatment in the meaastery. This bred envy amongst the other
monks, and Lanfranc soon announced that he was off to become a hermit.
Herluin dissuaded him by offering him the post of prior.

Lanfranc now started rebuilding the monastery’s abbey in a more
substantial manner, and became less interested in hermitic ways and rather
more interested in his developing friendship with William, Duke of
Normandy - the future William the Conqueror, ‘

Lanfranc seems to have helped to persuade the pope to back the
duke’s invasion of England, and after the Conquest William repaid him by
installing him as archbishop of Canterbury. The 70-year-old Lanfranc was
the spiritual edge of the Conqueror’s sword. He imposed Norman abbots,
bishops and forms of worship on Anglo-Saxon churches and abbeys. His
aim was to obliterate the distinct Anglo-Saxon religious tradition, and he
removed all but two of England’s saints from the English Church's
calendar.

This meant their shrines were no longer in operation. Enghish saints
were replaced by foreign ones who took over places of worship just as
foreign secular lords had taken over land. The shrine of St Cuthbert at
Durham, for example, was eliminated in 1072 (his remains having been
evacuated by fleeing monks in 1066) and replaced with a Benedictine
priory staffed by reliuble monks, and a new Norman castle. The new
Norman bishop of Durham was Walcher of Lorraine, who paid William
£400 to be made Earl of Bamborough. He lived in the castle as prince-
bishop, with the right to raise an army and levy taxes, and was protected

i

R RO,



by a gang of thugs. The bishop and his cronies were killed in a popular
uprising in 1080.

All the while Lanfranc, an Italian archbishop in the service of a
Norman warlord, wrote letters about ‘we English’ and ‘our island’. It was
presumably in the role of proprietor that he stripped the English Church
of its valuables, sending its great works of art and books to France,
Normandy and Rome, and melting down its gold and silver.
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Of course, all this was done in the name of ‘reform’. Lanfranc was
able to accuse the English Church of being as sloppy in its ways as Herluin
had found the Church in Normandy to be. There were only about a
thousand monks in all England, and men in holy orders were even allowed
to marry. That, of course, was stopped quite abruptly. The archbishop
imposed more discipline on his monks, and encouraged the Norman
victors to pay for new abbeys — which were far more glamorous than
Anglo-Saxon ones.

The reality was that the Church was synonymous with power, and
Lanfranc set an example of prelate power that would retain its force for
centuries. Even William bowed to it. He conceded that the Church should
be able to hold its own courts for its own people, and that monks and
priests would not be subject to royal jurisdiction.

It was an act of power, not piety, for Lanfranc to appoint the totally
illiterate Herfast as bishop of East Anglia. The man was a standing joke in
Normandy, but a useful thug in England. An even more useful thug was
Tousain, the man Lanfranc installed as abbot of Glastonbury. The monks
there sang Gregorian chants that had been introduced by St Augustine
when he evangelized the southern English, but Tousain told them to use
new ones approved by Rome. He stationed archers inside the abbey to
ensure obedience. When the monks began to sing their beautiful old chant,
and it swelled to echo from the vaulted ceiling, the archers shot 21 of them.

But, although Lanfranc was clearly a man deeply interested in power,
he always accepted the overlordship of Duke William — now King of
England. He never challenged the king's right to appoint archbishops.

There was another monastic movement, however, that was not

prepared to submit to any lay power.

THE CLUNIACS AND POWER

IN 940, DUKE WILLIAM OF AQUITAINE decided that by paying for monks to do
thetr monkish thing in his old hunting lodge at Cluny in Burgundy he
would buy himself a place in heaven. The duke noted with engaging
candour: ‘Although I myself am unable to despise all things, nevertheless
by receiving despisers of this world, whom I believe to be righteous, I may
receive the reward of the righteous.”

The problem was, as Duke William saw it, that even when proper
godly men had been selected lh(')’ needed to be protec ted from violent

men like himself while they were quietly praying for his soul. He decided
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that the best solution was a hearty curse on anyone who messed with the
monks. They should know they would go to hell: ‘Let him incur the wrath
of almighty God; and let God remove him from the land of the living and
wipe out his name from the book of life... let him incur everlasting
damnation.’

Well, that was a start. But, on reflection, a bit more deterrence might
be needed. There should also be some immediately obvious punishment:
‘In case it seems to human eves that he is passing through the present
world with impunity, let him actually experience in his own body the
torments of future damnation... his members putrefying and swarming
with vermin...’

Yes, that's better. But perhaps still not quite enough to keep these
poor helpless monks safe. How about calling on the pope to intlict some
additional punishment: ‘And let him, unless he come to his senses, have the
key-keeper of the whole hierarchy of the Church as an enemy and one
who will refuse him entrance to the blessed paradise.’

Oh, sod it. When you corne down to it, there's probably no substitute
for earthly power: ‘But as far as the worldly law is concerned, he shall be
required, the judicial power compelling him to pay a hundred pounds of
gold to those he has harmed; and his attempted attack, being frustrated,
shall have no effect at all”’

There, that should do the trick.

,

William of Aquitaine had made his abbey at Cluny completely inde-
pendent of any landowner, thus ensuring that no feudal overlord was in a
position to install their own chap as abbot. This had been a very deliberate
move, and was the reason for all these protective curses. When the abbots
of Cluny later began setting up other ‘Cluniac’ houses they decided to
scrap the Benedictine rule that provided for the independence of each
abbot. Instead, abbots of Cluny exercised absolute authority over all the
houses, whose regimes were subject to inspection by the mother
monastery.

Of course, the abbots claimed this centralization was simply in order
to control standards of monastic piety, but it also created a convenient
power base for anyone interested in wielding power. .. and what happened
next was inevitable, When a.Cluniac monk called Hildebrand became
pope in 1073, it became an article of faith that Cluny’s independence from
secular power should apply to the whole Church. This was not, of course,
a two-way street, The Church, in the Pope's view, for its part should be

able to tell Lords, Kings and Emperors how to behave.



Lanfranc’s successor, Anselm (who had also been one of Herluin's
monks at Bec), flatly refused to be invested as archbishop of Canterbury by
anyone except the pope, and then refused to accept bishops and abbots
nominated by Henry I.-

Eventually an agreement was signed between the king and the pope,
according to which Henry and all other secular overlords lost the power to
appoint bishops and abbots. The English Church was now a department of
the universal or Roman Church, which was no longer just an expression or
an idea but a real working organization with its own law, courts and rights
over property. It was also growing: the number of monks in England rose
from about 1,000 in 1066 to 13,000 by 1215. The church was assertive,
confident and persuasive. It would be hard to distinguish how much of this
growth came from idealism and commitment, and how much from the
opportunities the Church offered for career advancement and an
alternative life from farming and fighting.

The new power of the Church inevitably went together with
increased splendour, wealth and political authority. Monks were now part
of a visibly powerful apparatus that was very much in the world. Which,
of course, was the exact opposite of what Lanfranc’s original reform was
meant to achieve.

MONKS WITHOUT UNDERPANTS

EVEN AT THE END OF THE ELEVENTH CENTURY the already increasing
worldliness of the Cluniacs and other orders had begun to leave a niche in
the market for another ‘back to basics’ form of monasticism.

In 1098 a 70-year-old monk, Robert of Molesme, founded an abbey at
Citeaux in Burgundy, a few kilometres east of the great wine-producing
village of Nuits-Saint-Georges. The Cistercian order which he established
was intended to be a form of Benedictinism that was stricter and more
primitive than anything then existing. A few years later the abbey was
invaded by a fanatical 22-year-old called Bernard, and 30 of his relatives
(many of whom were soldiers, some married), who effectively took over.

Bernard believed in fasting, sleep deprivation and a life of physical
suffering. The abbot (then an Englishman) put up with it for two years and
then, in 1115, dispatched Bernard to set up a monastery in the most
desolate spot he could. Bernard came close to perishing but Clairvaux, the
abbey he founded in Champagne, became the most influential in Europe.

Bernard was very scathing about the Cluniacs. He didn'’t like their

=
\ 9

113
Monk



architecture: “The immense height of their churches, their immoderate
length, their superfluous breadth, costly polishings and strange designs
that, while they attract the eye of the worshipper, hinder his attention.’
And he didn't like their leader, Peter the Venerable: ‘He commends
gluttonous feasting; he damns frugality; voluntary poverty he calls misery;
fasts, vigils, silence, and manual work he calls madness.’

And he didn’t like their diet:

Course after course i1s brought in. Only meat 1s lacking and to compensate for this two huge servings of
fish are given. You might have thought that the first was sufficient, but even the recollection of it vanishes
once you have set to on the second. The cooks prepare everything with such skill and cunning that the
four or five dishes already consumed are no hindrance to what is to follow and the appetite is not
checked by satiety... The selection of dishes is so exciting that the stomach does not realize that it is

peing over-taxed




The Cistercians’ strict discipline emphasized fasts and vigils, manual
labour and a vegetarian diet. Bernard himself was so austere that his
excessive fasting created a dreadful stomach condition, with the result that
he smelt so bad that people often could not bear to be in his company; there
was even a special place where he could be sick during monastic services.

Unlike other monks, Cistercians wore plain, undyed wool — for which
reason they were known as the ‘White Monks’. The return to heroic mon-
asticism meant that they ate only the coarsest wheat bread, and were ordered
to avoid coloured glass in their chapel, and gold and silver on the altar.

And they were not allowed to wear underpants. St Benedict had not
mentioned them in his list of permitted clothing for monks, so the
Cistercians would have no truck with the evil things — much to the
amusement of a number of their contemporaries. Some called it ‘bare-
bottomed piety’ and Walter Map, the twelfth-century author, wit and foe
of the Cistercians, suggested they shunned underpants ‘to preserve
coolness in that part of the body, lest sudden heats provoke unchastity’.

The Cistercians also insisted on a plain liturgy — which allowed more
time for things like manual labour. Aclred, the abbot of Rievaulx in
Yorkshire, mocked the Cluniac monks for deliberately making their
services attractive and inviting a lay audience to attend them:

To what purpose, | ask you, is the terrible snorting of bellows, more like the clap of thunder than the

sweetness of a voice? Why that swelling and swooping of the voice? ... Sometimes you see a man with

his mouth open as if he were breathing his last breath, not singing but threatening silence, as it were,

by ridiculous interpretation of the melody into snatches. Now he imitates the agony of the dying or the

swooning of persons in pain. In the meantime his whole body is violently agitated by histrionic

gesticulations — contorted lips, rolling eyes, hunching shoulders — and drumming fingers keep in time with

every single note. And this ridiculous dissipation is called religious observance... Meanwhile ordinary folk

stand there awe-struck, stupefied, marvelling at the din of bellows, the humming of chimes and the

harmony of pipes. But they regard the saucy gestures of the singers and the alluring variation and

dropping of the voices with considerable jeering and snickering, until you would think they had come,

not into an oratory, but to a theatre, not to pray but to gawk...
Aelred, Mirror of Charity*

McMONASTICISM

CURIOUSLY FOR A MOVEMENT that was formed specifically to get back to the
basics of the Benedictine vision, the Cistercians soon did away with that
awkward principle of St Benedict's regarding the independence of each

* Aelred, Mirror of Charity, bk. I, ch. 23, trans. E. Connor, cited by
Julie Kerr in ‘An Essay on Cistercian Liturgy in Yorkshire’ in the
University of Sheffield’s Cistercians in Yorkshire project.
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abbey. The Cistercian order became the most centrally controlled of all the
monastic orders.

Conformity was the name of the game. Under Bernard’s eagle eye
Cistercians all wore the same clothes, ate the same food, read the same
books and lived in architecturally identical buildings. It was said that a
blind monk from Scotland could easily find his way around a Cistercian
monastery in Scandinavia. There was also an ‘annual general meeting’
which every Cistercian abbot was obliged to attend.

This was less a movement than a successful franchise - a sort of
McMonasticism. In their first 11 years, the founders of McDonald’s saw
their chain expand to over 100 restaurants. By the time Bernard died in
1153, the Cistercian order had founded 343 abbeys in western Europe. As
Conrad of Eberbarch put it: ‘Like a great lake whose waters pour out
through a thousand streams, gathering impetus from their rapids, the new
monks went forth from Citeaux to people the West.’

Bernard himself envisaged the order as an army. He saw his monks as
‘soldiers of Christ’, the spiritual equivalent of Crusaders. Bernard of Clair-
vaux was himself the most effective pro-crusade preacher of his generation.

In 1131 he wrote to Henry Il of England:

Opposite: The ruins
of Rievaulx Abbey.
A memorial to piety
and unbelievable
wealth.

In your land there is an outpost of my Lord and your Lord, an outpost he has preferred to die for than

to lose. | have proposed to occupy it and am sending men from my army who will, if it is not displeasing

to you, claim it, recover it and restore it with a strong hand.

THE CISTERCIANS IN ENGLAND

IN 1132, TWELVE MONKS FROM CLAIRVAUX arrived in a desolate part of
Yorkshire — ‘thick-set with thorns, fit rather to be the lair of wild beasts
than the home of men’. To begin with the monks had to live in wooden
huts and suffered terrible hardship. But whether or not they were
motivated by the desire to practise heroic monasticism, they were actually
part of a deliberately structured business plan.

The choice of Rievaulx had been carefully made. There had been a
reconnaissance party, seeking out somewhere ‘far from the concourse of
man’, in part because this fulfilled the Cistercian quest for the ‘desert’ but
also because the Cistercians were experts at exploiting land, both for sheep
farming and for mineral resources such as iron and lead. All this was
envisaged right from the outset. The abbey also had to be near water, a
plentiful supply of timber and a quarry for stone. Rievaulx was perfect: the




river Rye ran through the valley, and was even diverted in order to create
enough space for buildings; stone quarries were just four miles away.

This was the first of many Cistercian houses. Within 20 years there
were an astonishing 50 Cistercian abbeys in Britain. The original, small
wooden structures at Rievaulx were just phase one of a business plan that
looked forward years, and envisaged the transformation of landscape, the
acquisition of land, deforestation and the exploitation of mineral resources.

The great critic of the Cistercians, Walter Map, took a cynical view of
their entreprencurship:

It 1s prescribed to them that they are to dwell in desert places, and desert places they do assuredly either

find or make.

Because their rule does not allow them to govern parishioners, they proceed to raze

villages, they overthrow churches, and turn out parishioners... Those upon whom comes an invasion of

Cistercians may be doomed to a lasting exile.

Monk

Walter was an itinerant justice, and he always exempted Cistercians from
his oath to do justice to all men since, he said, ‘It was absurd to do justice
to those who are just to none’. This was not a joke; Map’s reports of
Cistercian atrocities are extraordinary. For example, he says that the
monks of Byland once wanted land belonging to a knight who would not
give it up to them. One night they entered his house, 'muftled up and
armed with swords and spears’, and murdered him and his family. A
relative, hearing of the deaths, arrived three days later to find that all the
buildings and enclosures had disappeared and in their place was a well-
ploughed field.*

The Cistercians refused to accept land on normal feudal terms. They
insisted they could only accept it as ‘fee alms’, which meant that instead
of having to provide lords and kings with labour or fighting men they had
to pray for them.

Pretty soon the Cistercians owned so much land they simply could
not throw everyone off it, so they started collecting rents and tithes
(Church taxes) from the lay folk around, and before long they were rolling
in money. Their abbeys were huge commercial enterprises.

The Cistercians were natural businessmen. At Fountains Abbey in
Yorkshire they turned wool production into a major money-spinner,
breeding a super-sheep that produced the highest-quality wool in Europe.
By the end of the century they were responsible for most of the wool
exported from England. Meanwhile, at neighbouring Rievaulx the monks
moved mto heavy industry, developing mining and iron-smelting

technology that put them way ahead of their time.

* brdwirrd Caléman, ‘Nasty Habits = Satire and the Medieval Monk , History
fockay, voluime 43, 1ssue 6, June 1993, pp. 36-42
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Of course there was a problem with this engagement with the
business world. It wasn’t what monks were supposed to do. Benedict's
Rule instructed them ‘to become a stranger to the world’s ways’. They
were supposed to be busy praying for the souls of the people who had
endowed them, and working at modest self-sufficiency, not running blast
furnaces or moving into the wool trade.

Above: Fountains
Abbevy Yorkshire,
with the monks’
refectory in the
foregroun {
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Moreover, according to the Rule of St Benedict, monks were
supposed to do all their own chores and not employ servants. But the
Cistercians had a genius for interpreting-the Rule. They simply invented a
new class of monks, whom they called ‘lay brothers’.

These were usually illiterate peasants who worked as servants.
Sometimes they were the very peasants the Cistercians had turned off the
land they now occupied. In every respect lay brothers were second-class
citizens. They weren’t really monks at all — it was a convenient fiction.
They weren’t allowed to eat with the other — ‘choir’ — monks, or pray with
the choir monks, or even mix with the choir monks. They were there
simply to do the menial chores the choir monks ought to have been doing
but wanted to avoid. In Fountains Abbey, for example, a wall kept the lay
brothers and monks separate.

TURNING FAITH INTO MONEY

ABBEYS SIMPLY COULD NOT HELP BUT become huge financial machines.
Abbeys never married and never died, so that their land never came onto
the market, and were outside the medieval merry-go-round of land redis-
tribution through violent death and confiscation of estates. There were
occasional exceptions, such as Rievaulx being plundered by the Scots after
they defeated Edward II's army in 1322, but such misfortunes were rare.

Given the natural processes that poured money towards abbeys like
rain running down gulleys, it took some kind of special genius for an abbot
to run into financial trouble, but it happened with impressive frequency.
There was a tendency to spend ever more lavishly, to invest ever more
grandly, and to finance thesc noble activities by borrowing money against
future income, for example, selling wool from their sheep years in advance
at a discount. It was a form of gambling, of course, but with God on their
side what could go wrong? Sheep murrain for a start. In the 1280s,
Rievaulx was unable to deliver the wool it had pre-sold and was driven
into the medieval equivalent of bankruptcy. It was taken into Royal
protection, under the supervision of the Bishop of Durham.

With forward contracts concentrating their minds, many abbots
became more concerned with the activities of the large numbers of lay
brothers than anything else. They became in effect Managing Directors
who tended to regard the ‘choir monks’ as rather a burden on the place,
even if they were from more socially acceptable families.

They needed to find ways to improve their cash flow, and that was

Opposite: The lay
brothers’ refectory,
Fountains Abbey;

a contrast with the
grander architecture
of other parts of a
Cistercian abbey.
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the attraction of the pilgrim business. In the 11th century, sinners were
instructed that a visit to a particular church, and the bestowal of pious gifts
upon it, would mean they would be let off their penance. The number of
qualifying churches steadily grew until there were thousands of pilgrimage
churches. And the reward changed, in the 13th century, from a remission
of penance to a release from God’s punishment, whether in this life or in
purgatory. In the 14th century pilgrim indulgences were extended even
further, negating guilt itself and giving the opportunity of acquiring an
indulgence for the souls of those already in purgatory.

What's more, if you decided not to take the pilgrimage you could
achieve the same result by paying the Church the money you would have
spent if you had gone. The Holy Grail of the tourist trade had been found:
‘Don’t bother to visit, just send your money!’

The system meant that abbeys, cathedrals and churches were in
competition with each other to attract the most pilgrims, and there were
several ways of doing this. The first was to offer indulgences and pardons for
pilgrims. Some churches ran bargains of the month’. The monastery at
Shene, in Surrey, for example, offered the following in the fifteenth century:

rem: On the Feast of St John the Baptist whoever comes to the monastery and devoutly says a Pater-

noster shall have ninety days of pardon..

Tem. Whoever comes to the said monastery on the Feast of St Paul the Apostle, says one Pater-rtoster and

one Ave Maria, shall have one hundred days of pardon. .

rera’ On the Feast of Mary Magdalene whoever comes to the said monastery shall have one hundred days

of pardon granted by Bishop Stafford, Archbishop of Canterbury. ..

v On the feast of St Thomas the Apostle and in the Feast of St Michael the Archangel they shall have

three years and forty days of pardon. .

Monk

But the chief wayv to attract holy tourism was o possess a famous relic.

This could be anvthing from an object belonging to a saint, or touched by

them, to a bit of their skeleton. Such an object was regarded as a contact
point between earth and heaven that radiated miraculous power. Churches
and abbeys did everything paossible to get hold of sacred relics for people
Lo visit

Saints’ relics were a sufficiently important source of revenue for
Anselm, Lanfranc’s successor as archbishop of Canterbury, to reinstate the

Fnghsh samts; they were, atter all, far more likely to draw a good crowd.




A new shrine was constructed for Cuthbert at Durham, and his remains
were restored there.

At Canterbury, St Thomas Becket’s tomb in the cathedral was also to
become a major draw — more particularly, the saint’s head. You could see
where the sword had split his skull in two! Visitors could also marvel at
the sight of ‘Aaron’s rod’, ‘some of the stone upon which the Lord stood
just before He ascended into heaven’, ‘some of the Lord’s table on which
the Last Supper was eaten’, and even ‘some of the very clay out of which
God fashioned Adam’. There was also some of the Virgin Mary's knitting
— well, weaving to be exact.

THE CHURCH COMMERCIALS

MONASTERIES WERE TRADING OPERATIONS, and communities even founded
their own towns to handle the trade. This brings us back to Bury St
Edmunds and its war between the monks and the townspeople. The town
belonged to the abbey, which had benefited so much from various kings
that it also owned the entire county of West Suffolk. The abbots built or
expanded the town of Bury St Edmunds, and controlled its commercial
life. Every business transaction involved a cut for the monks — whether a
tradesman ran a barge on the river, a stall in the market, sold fish or
supplied building materials. The abbey administered justice and pocketed
the fines it took. It ran the royal mint — being abbot of Bury St Edmunds
was literally a licence to print money. The abbey even owned the horse
droppings on the street — and of course the monks took their cut.

Whether it was collecting manure or grinding corn, every abbot
guarded his monopoly jealously.

Take Adam Samson, for example, who ran Bury with a rod of iron in
the later twelfth century. One day he learnt that the dean, Herbert, had
built a windmill without permission. Samson ‘boiled with fury and could
hardly eat or sleep’. He summoned Herbert and told him: ‘T thank you as
much as if you had cut off both my feet! By the face of God! I will never
eat bread until that building is destroyed!’

It was a subtle hint, but Herbert took it and destroyed the mill
immediately.*

By 1327 the townspeople had had enough. In January they stormed
and plundered the abbey demanding a charter of liberties. When they were
cheated of this they attacked again in February, and then again in May. The
monks’ raid on the parish church, on 18 October, was reprisal for these attacks.

* Jocelin of Brakelond, Chronicle of the Abbey of St Edmund’s. 123
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Below: The monk'’s
infirmarv. The
temptation to move
into this more
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Some vears later, in 1345, a special commission investigated the
abbey for other reasons, and found that the monks lived away from it,
dressed like everyone else and were up to anything and everything.

Throughout the monastic movement, austerity proved to be quite
incompatible with monastic wealth. One of them had to go. Unfor-
tunately, even acknowledging the financial incompetence of many abbots,
it was not going to be the wealth.

THE HYPOCRISY OF MONKS

FORTUNATELY FOR THE CONSCIENCES of the monastic community, monks of
all orders proved to have a genius for finding a variety of ways of living
within the letter of Benedict's Rule, while leaving it dead on the cloister
pavement.

For example, no well-to-do monk wanted to sleep in a cold dormitory
with all the other monks, so, «ince the infirmary was the only place where
a fire was allowed, monks with money began to move in there, establishing

individual ‘bachelor pads’ — each a private

room with its own fireplace, and with a bed-
room above complete with en-suite lavatory.
Benedict had prohibited ‘cating the flesh
of four-footed animals’, but an exception was
made for the sick. So meat was available in the

infirmary - or misericord (‘compassionate
heart’) — where dietary regulations were

suspended for the infirm or elderly. And guess

what?

Pretty soon the brothers gave up ecating
in the refectory and ate in the misericord
instead. Monkish logic.

Another snag about eating meals under
Benedict's Rule was that the monks were not
allowed to talk while dining. But they could
sign if they wanted something... like the salt
(Benedict actually says they can communicate
sonitu signi = 'by sound of a sign’). So they
compiled an entire sign language. They would
also whistle to each other.

Gerald of Wales describes a visit to

Christ Church, Canterbury, in the twelfth




century, during which he was appalled at the way the monks behaved
during meals. It was, he claimed, ‘more appropriate to jesters... all of them
gesticulating with fingers, hands and arms, and whistling to one another in
lieu of speaking’.




Below: Wine making
and brewing were an
important aspect of
monastery life

The same signs were used in monasteries all over Europe - a sort of
dumb Esperanto. So whatever country a monk found himself eating in he
could always convey exactly what he wanted to a fellow monk. Most of
the signs were about food - which isn't surprising because in a monastery
there was an awful lot of food to talk about...

DINING WITH MONKS

BENEDICT HAD IN MIND a frugal diet for monks. He advised only two cooked
dishes at a meal, and one pound of bread per monk per day. However, most
monks took this advice with a pinch of salt - and a lot more.

Food was of absorbing interest to medieval monks. For example, one
chapter meeting of the monks of Westminster was preoccupied with the
question of whether a particular dish should include four herrings or five.
At Bury St Edmunds, the thirteenth-century book of rules and customs
records an important discussion about how long a pike should be for the
Feast of Relics. It was eventually decided that it should be 22 inches long
from head to tail.

Every week contained at least one feast day on which the unfortunate

monks would have to deal with something like 16 dishes. But even on a
normal working day the menu available to them was one that most lay folk
could only have dreamt about. The records for Westminster Abbey, for
example, show that on a typical day beef, boiled mutton, roast pork and
roast mutton were served at dinner in the misericord, while meat fritters
and deer entrails were served in the refectory. Later, at supper, there was
tongue and mutton — with sauce.
One historian, Barbara Harvey, has calculated that the daily
allowance for the monks of Westminster could have been as
much as 7,000 calories — over twice the daily requirement
of an average man today. Of course, it is not inevitable that
they ate all this — what they left would be given to servants
or the poor at the monastery door. But monks were
habitually made fun of in literature as being fat, and now
the archacological evidence seems to be bearing out the
caricature

Excavation of the medieval hospital and priory of St
Mary Spital in London has produced the bones of
thousands of monks and their patients. It is clear that the
monks were taller than the lay people (suggesting they



were better nourished all their lives) and had much worse
teeth (indicating a sweeter diet).

Monks were equally serious about drink.
In his Rule, Benedict admits to some mis-

givings about recommending how much
anyone ought to drink, but bearing in mind
‘the standards of the weak’ he recommends
a hemina (half a pint) of wine a day. Mark
you — it was only a recommendation, and
the monks treated it with caution. Recent
studies have shown that alcohol seems to
have accounted for something like 19 per cent
of monks’ energy intake (it provides 5 per cent
of ours)

Gluttony was not the only sin monks fell
prey to. Records for 1447 note a brothel in
Westminster called the ‘Maidenshead’, which
was much frequented by Benedictines. With
up to £12 pocket money a year, the monks
could afford to go there. And churchmen
did not just use brothels; they owned them.
The bishop of Winchester was the owner
of one of the brothels in Borough High Street in London — the girls were
known affectionately as “Winchester geese’.

RESISTING THE MONKS

IN 1348 THE WHOLE MONASTIC SYSTEM in England came close to collapse
when the Black Death killed off something like two-thirds of all people in
holy orders. In enclosed monastic communities it spread like the plague —
you might say.

Many of the communities never recovered. At the Cistercian abbey
of Rievaulx, for instance, a population that had once numbered 400 was
reduced to just 18 people by 1381. Only three of them were lay brothers.
The situation at Fountains Abbey was similar. Since the Cistercian system
depended on these working pseudo-monks it had ceased functioning.

But while their religious communities declined, monasteries lost
nothing of their wealth. They retained their lands, their riches, their
political power. This may have made little sense previously, but now the
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disproportion between such wealth and so few monks became a public
scandal. Popular hostility to the ‘private religions’, as they were called,
inevitably grew.

People once more looked back to a ‘golden age’ in which monks had
lived lives of simple poverty and work, but those lives were totally
incompatible with the huge properties that the abbots were supposed to
run. In fact, something quite extraordinary was happening. The Church
itself was the great teacher of morality, insisting that power and privilege
were justified only in relation to the responsibilities that went with them.
Churchmen had, since the twelfth century at least, emphasised the moral
failings of every level of society, with particular emphasis on the failings of
churchmen themselves. In the thirteenth century the Church had begun
to encourage the use of English for prayer and study by ordinary people.
But within 100 years this freedom of expression was being used by the lay
population to criticise abuses within the church, and that was a very
different kettle of fish.

A mass of materials flom the fourteenth century tell this story.
[t is there in popular ballads, such as the early ones of Robin Hood, which
treated monks and abbots with contempt, and depict a powerful contrast
between them and wandering friars and preachers, whose Christianity
was not practised within a wealthy and politically well-connected
institution. It shows in popular religion too, for example in The Book of
Margery Kempe, where an illiterate bourgeois woman: describes her
religious experiences, and has no hesitation in dealing directly with her
maker, without the Church acting as her intermediary. This is also the core
theme of Piers Plowman, in which the only ‘indulgence’ on offer is a paper
saying ‘Do well, do better, do best’, and in which the ploughman
himself is identified with Christ and must save the world, including the
Church.

The intellectual core of criticism was provided by the foremost
academic of his day, John Wyclif. From his base at the University of
Onxford, he issued a devastating deconstruction of ecclesiastical corruption
and hypocrisy. This powerfully moral attack on the Church erupted in the
national uprising of 1381. Modern historians tell us that the causes of the
revolt were economic and political, but in 1381 the Church itself had no
doubt that the chiel instigators were John Wyclif and his followers who
had heen busy for the last decade stirring up criticism of the ecclesiastical
hierarchy for the precise reason that the church now lay at the heart of the
cconomy and of politics. The rebels beheaded the Archbishop of

Canterbury and many abbeys came under attack.



At Bury St Edmunds the abbey was once again sacked and looted.
The prior was executed and his severed head stuck on a pike in the Great
Market. At Norwich the rebels were unfortunate enough to run into a
fighting bishop, Henry Despenser, who for most of his ill-spent youth had
been one of the pope’s military commanders. The bishop happened to be
fully armed and armoured. He personally executed the leader of the party.

The uprising was crushed, but the Church'’s critics were not. Wyclif
continued to insist that the clergy ought not to own property, and that the
king could legally confiscate any held by the Church. It was an interesting
proposition to which many theologians felt they could subscribe. But the
men who then ran the Church were not theologians. The most powerful
bishops and archbishops were career politicians, with little or no
theological training. For them the Church was a political and economic
power base. There was no way these proud and wealthy prelates were
going to heed a call for a return to biblical simplicity and poverty. They
would do whatever they could to hold on to their wealth and power.

THE CHURCH DEFENDS ITSELF WITH FIRE

THEIR TACTIC WAS NOT TO DEFEND the indefensible but to go on the attack.
Luckily for them, Wyclif had challenged the official Church position on
the Eucharist — the part of the Mass where the bread and wine are blessed
and become the body and blood of Christ. Since 1215, the line had been
that a miracle takes place, and after the blessing there is no bread and no
wine left — they become, despite what our senses tell us, flesh and blood.

However, the Church in England had never pressed this point and
people were left to interpret the miracle as they liked. Wyclif proposed
that the bread and wine became the body and blood of Christ in a spiritual
or symbolic sense. It was a proposition that would have roused little
controversy in the past, but after 1381 the worldly bishops, headed by the
aristocratic and powerful William Courtenay, archbishop of Canterbury,
saw the issue as a block on which to lay the heads of the Church’s critics.
From 1401 archbishops were able to enjoy the privilege of handing over
anyone who suggested that the bread and wine were not literally the body
and blood of Christ to be burnt at the stake — a brutally effective way of
retaining the status quo.

Nonetheless, opposition to corruption in the Church struggled on. In
1410 there was an attempt to pass a Bill in Parliament to strip the Church
and the monasteries of their assets. But Henry [V had been helped to the
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throne by the then archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Arundel, and the
Bill was indignantly rejected. In fact, an_abject Commons had to beg for it
to be struck from the record.

THE END OF THE MONASTERIES

THE UNPOPULARITY OF THE MONASTERIES simmered under the surface.
When religious houses were founded as penance for the murder of Richard
I1, it was very difficult to find anyone to inhabit them. Syon monastery

near London, for instance, was occupied by a Swedish order of nuns, who

[ T, Wa—— later took over another of the new foundations at Brentford, also near
ut to be a better bet London, which had remained empty since being established.

1onks for rich ' . r . . - ot . i
ok tr ! Nuns had, in fact, replaced monks in people’s minds as being value
nners in search o

- for money. The classic idea of a nunnery had been a place of retreat for

through song well-off ladies with nowhere else to go; but in the decades that followed
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the Black Death the attitude to women in religious life changed rather
dramatically.

Nuns evidently chose to live by different standards from those of
monks with their rich endowments and glorious buildings. People seem to
have been much more conscious of this by the fifteenth century, and also
to have become aware that if they were donating funds for anniversaries,
for pittances, for regular prayers, for burial, women were more likely to
deliver the goods. Wealthy men and women frequently made bequests to
‘the poor nuns who will pray for their souls’, and increasing numbers of
women’s religious houses were founded. This suggests that women'’s
prayers were perceived to have more efficacy than men’s, and that donors
and patrons thought nunneries were doing a better job than monasteries.

Monks and nuns were both finally swept away in the years following
1535, when Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries and redistributed their
phenomenal wealth among his cronies. The inquiry by Thomas Cromwell
which led up to this produced a spectacular list of abuses and scandals,
none of which represented anything new, but which were now being
exposed in a world in which reform, rather than abolition, hardly seemed
an option any more.

And all we have left are beautiful fairy ruins... that whisper of a life
of dedication and piety and simplicity that became corrupted on a
magnificent scale.

Perhaps money is the root of all evil.

Of course, there were always sincere and dedicated monks who
devoted themselves to a life of prayer and religious contemplation. But
looking back through the story of the monasteries it’s possible to conclude
that once prayer had acquired a monetary value, the game was up. The
monasteries — the prayer factories — became commercial enterprises; and
subsequently there was just no way they could fulfil their original function.

Monks couldn’t really cut themselves off for ever from the wicked
world, no matter how hard they tried. They were part of the wicked world
and, what’s more, a lot of the time they ran it. But they were never allowed
to get away with it unscathed. Criticism and condemnation was constant;
it was the motor that drove one new monastic movement after another,
and ultimately pulled down the entire edifice. The true legacy of the
medieval church in England, and all those fat monks, is the powerful sense
of social justice that the monastic movement itself taught, that it used to
speak out against its own corruption, and that in the end became the
weapon that destroyed it.

And that has shaped political debate in England ever since.
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CHAPTER FIVE



Nature, and Nature’s laws lay hid in night.
God sad, Let Newton be! and all was light.

LEXANDER POPE’S EPITAPH for Sir Isaac Newton, written in

1730 (three years after the great man’s death), seems to

tell us all we need to know about medieval science. The
natural philosophers of the Middle Ages floundered in ignorance
and superstition until Newton changed the study of the world by
basing his investigations on experiment and mathematics.

The typical medieval experimental philosopher was,

supposedly, a man like the thirteenth-century Franciscan friar
Roger Bacon, hunting for the philosopher’s stone. Bacon was
an alchemist who tried to turn base metals into gold,
pursuing delusions, and who was then forbidde<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>