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The Heavy, Wheeled Plow. The heavy, wheeled plow was an
important invention that enabled peasants to turn over the heavy clay
soils of northern Burope. This sixteenth-century illustration shows a
heavy, wheeled plow pulled by draft horses with collars.

THE THREE-FIELD SYSTEM The shift from a two-field to a
three-field system of crop rotation also contributed to the
increase in agricultural production. In the Early Middle Ages,
farmers commonly planted one field while allowing another
of equal size to lie fallow to regain its fertility. Now estates
were divided into three parts. One field was planted in the fall
with grains such as rye and wheat, while spring-sown grains,
such as oats and barley, and legumes, such as peas, beans, or
lentils, were planted in the second field. The third was
allowed to lie fallow. By rotating their use, only one-third,
rather than one-half, of the land lay fallow at any time. The
rotation of crops also prevented the soil from being exhausted
so quickly, especially since legumes improve soil fertility
because their roots fix nitrogen in the soil. Grain yields
increased as well.

By the thirteenth century, the growing demand for agri-
cultural produce in the towns and cities led to higher food
prices. This encouraged lords to try to grow more food for
profit. One way to do so was to lease their demesne land
to their serfs and to transform labor services into money
payments or fixed rents, thereby converting many serfs into
free peasants. Although many peasants still remained eco-
nomically dependent on their lords, they were no longer
legally tied to the land. Lords, in turn, became collectors of
rents rather than operators of manors with political and

legal privileges. The political and legal powers formage
exercised by lords were increasingly reclaimed by the n:] )
narchical states. 3

The Life of the Peasantry

Peasant activities were largely determined by the seasong of!
the year. Bach season brought a new round of tasks a'PPr-'ola:
priate for the time, although some periods, especiy)
summer and fall, were considerably more hectic than Dthérg.:.:
The basic staple of the peasant diet was bread, sg
adequate harvest of grains was crucial to survival in the Win
ter months. A new cycle began in October when peasaﬁﬁ_
prepared the ground for the planting of winter crops. In Ng.

staple of the peasant diet, and the medie-
val diet in general, was bread. Women
made the dough for the bread, but the
loaves were usually baked in community
ovens, which were a monopoly of the
lord of the manor. Peasant bread was
made of the cheaper grains (rye, barley,
millet, and oats), rather than expensive
wheat. It was dark and had a very heavy,
hard texture. Bread was supplemented by
legumes (peas and beans) from the
household gardens, bacon from the fam-
ily pig, cheese from cow’s or goat’s milk,
and where available, wild game and fish

vember came the slaughter of excess livestock because therg
was usually insufficient fodder to keep animals all wintep,
The meat would be salted to preserve it for winter use, [
February and March, the land was plowed for spring crops—

oats, barley, peas, beans, and lentils. Early summer was 5

comparatively relaxed time, although weeding and sheep.
shearing still had to be done. In every season, the serfs
worked not only their own land but also the lord’s demesne,
They also tended the gardens adjacent to their dwellings
where they grew the vegetables and fruits that made up part
of their diet.

HOLIDAYS AND THE VILLAGE CHURCH But peasants did
not face a life of constant labor thanks to the feast days or hol-
idays of the Catholic Church, which commemorated the great
events of the Christian faith or the lives of Christian saints or
holy persons. The three great feasts of the Catholic Church
were Christmas (celebrating the birth of Jesus), Easter (cele-
brating the resurrection of Jesus), and Pentecost (celebrating
the descent of the Holy Spirit on Jesus’s disciples fifty days af
ter his resurrection). Numerous other feasts dedicated to
saints or the Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus, were also cele-
brated, making a total of more than fifty holidays.

Religious feast days, Sunday Mass, baptisms, marriages,
and funerals all brought peasants into contact with the village
church, a crucial part of manorial life. In the village church,
the peasant was baptized as an infant, confirmed in the faith,
sometimes married, and given the sacrament of Holy Com-
munion; before death, the peasant would receive the last rites
of the church. The village priest instructed the peasants in the
basic elements of Christianity so that they might attain the
Christian’s ultimate goal—salvation. But village priests were
often barely literate peasants themselves, and it is hard to
know how much church doctrine the peasants actually under-
stood. Very likely, they regarded God as an all-powerful force
who needed to be appeased by prayer to bring good harvests.

THE PEASANT HOUSEHOLD Peasant dwellings were very
simple. The cottages were built with wood frames with walls
made of laths or sticks; the spaces between the laths were
stuffed with straw and rubble and then plastered over with
clay. Roofs were often thatched with reeds or straw. In timber-
poor areas, peasants built their houses out of stone. The
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Peasant Activities. The seasons of the year largely determined the life of the European peasant.
The kind of work that peasants did was dictated by the month and the season. This French
calendar from 1460 shows a number of medieval farming activities, including sowing seeds,
Harvesﬂng, crops, pruning plants, shearing sheep, threshing, pressing grapes, and taking care of
ianimals,

houses of poorer peasants consisted of a single room, but
others had at least two rooms—a main room for cooking, eat-
ing, and other activities and another room for sleeping. There
was little privacy in a medieval household. A hearth in the
main room was used for heating and cooking; the smoke
from fires in the hearth went out a hole in the roof or gable.

FAMILY AND THE ROLE OF WOMEN Surveys of monastic
manors reveal that the typical peasant household consisted of
a husband and wife with two or three children. Infant mortal-
ity rates were high. Peasant women occupied both an impor-
tant and a difficult position in manorial society. They were
expected to carry and bear children, as well as provide for
their socialization and religious training. Peasant women also
did the spinning and weaving that provided the household’s
clothes, tended the family’s vegetable garden and chickens,
and cooked the meals. A woman’s ability to manage the
household might determine whether her family would starve
or survive in difficult times. In addition to managing the
household, peasant women often worked with men in the
fields, especially at harvest time. Indeed, as one historian has
noted, peasant marriage was an “economic partnership” in
which both husbands and wives contributed their own distinc-
tive labor.

THE PEASANT DIET Though simple, a peasant’s daily diet
was potentially nutritious when food was available. The basic

from hunting and fishing. Manorial lords
tended to regulate fishing, however, and
were especially reluctant to allow peas-
ants to hunt for fear that insufficient
game would remain for the nobility.
Woodlands also provided nuts, berries,
and a foraging area for pigs. Fruits, such
as apples, pears, and cherries, were also
available. Chickens provided eggs and
occasionally meat. Peasants usually ate
fresh meat only on the great feast days,
such as Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost.

Grains were important not only for
bread but also for making ale. In many
northern European countries, ale was the
most common drink of the poor. If
records are accurate, enormous quantities of ale were
consumed. A monastery in the twelfth century recorded a
daily allotment of three gallons a day to each monk, far above
the weekend consumption of many present-day college stu-
dents. Peasants in the field undoubtedly consumed even
more. This high consumption of alcohol might explain the
large number of fights and accidents recorded in medieval
court records.

U
The Aristocracy of the High
Middle Ages

In the High Middle Ages, European society was dominated
by a group of men whose primary preoccupation was war-
fare. King Alfred of England had said that a “well-peopled
land” must have “men of prayer, men of war, and men of
work,” and medieval ideals held to a tripartite division of soci-
ety into these three basic groups. The “men of war” were the
aristocracy who came to form a distinct social group, albeit
one with considerable variation in wealth among its mem-
bers. Nevertheless, they, along with their wives and children,
shared a common ethos and a distinctive lifestyle.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ARISTOCRACY King Alfred’s
“men of war” were the lords apd vassals of medieval society.
The lords were the kings, dukés, counts, barons, and viscounts
(and even bishops and archbishops) who held extensive lands
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Castle and Aristocrats. This illustration is from the Trés Riches Heures
(Very Sumptuous Hours) of Jean, duke of Berry. The three Limbourg
brothers created this book of hours, which was a book containing
prayers to tfe recited at different times each day. This scene depicts the
Chdteau d’Etampes and its surrounding lands. In the foreground,
elaborately dressed aristocratic men and women carrying falcons are
going hunting while in the background peasants are working and
swimming in the river.

and considerable political power. They formed an aristocracy
or nobility that consisted of people who held real political, eco-
nomic, and social power. Nobles relied for military help on
knights, mounted warriors who fought for them in return for
weapons and daily sustenance. Knights initially were by no
means the social equals of nobles; many knights in fact pos-
sessed little more than peasants. But in the course of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, knights improved their social
status and joined the ranks of the nobility. In the process, noble
and knight came to mean much the same thing, and warfare
likewise tended to become a distinguishing characteristic of the
nobleman. The great lords and knights came to form a com-
mon caste. Although social divisions based on extremes of

wealth and landholdings persisted, they were all warriop,
united by the institution of knighthood.

THE MEN OF WAR Medieval theory maintained that the way.
like qualities of the nobility were justified by their role a4
defenders of society. Knights, however, were also notorioyg
for fighting each other. The Catholic Church intervened, ang
though it could not stop the incessant bloodletting, it did a¢
least try to limit it by instituting the “Peace of God.” Begin.
ning in the eleventh century, the church encouraged knightg
to take an oath to respect churches and pilgrimage centers
and to refrain from attacking noncombatants, such as clergy,
poor people, merchants, and women. It was, of course, per-
missible to continue killing each other. At the same time, the
church initiated the “Truce of God,” which forbade fighting
on Sundays and the primary feast days.

In addition to trying to diminish fighting, the church also
worked to redirect the nobility’s warlike energy into different
channels, such as the Crusades against the Muslims (see Chap-
ter 10), and was quite willing to justify violence when used
against peace-breakers and especially against non-Christians.
Hence, being a warrior on behalf of God easily vindicated the
nobles’ love of war and in fact justified their high social status
as the defenders of Christian society. The church furthered
this process by steeping knighthood in Christian symbols. A
knight formally received his arms in a religious ceremony,
and a priest blessed his weapons for Christian service.
Throughout the Middle Ages, a constant tension existed
between the ideals of a religion founded on the ideal of peace
and the ethos of a nobility based on the love of war.

CASTLES The growth of the European nobility in the High
Middle Ages was made visible by an increasing number of
castles scattered across the landscape. Although castle archi-
tecture varied considerably, castles did possess two common
features: they were permanent residences for the noble fam-
ily, its retainers, and servants, and they were defensible fortifi-
cations. For defensive purposes, castles were surrounded by
open areas and large stone walls. At the heart of the castle
was the keep, a large, multistoried building that housed kitch-
ens, stables, and storerooms; numerous rooms for sleeping
and living; and a great hall for visitors, dining, and administra-
tive business. The growing wealth of the High Middle Ages
made it possible for the Buropean nobility to build more
secure castles with thicker walls and more elaborately deco-
rated interiors. With their sturdier construction, castles were
easier to defend and harder to seize by force.

ARISTOCRATIC WOMEN Although women could legally
hold and inherit property, most women remained under the
control of men—their fathers until they married and their
husbands after they married. Nevertheless, aristocratic
women had numerous opportunities to play important roles.
Because the lord was often away at war, on a Crusade, or at
court, the lady of the castle had to manage the estate, a con-
siderable responsibility in view of the fact that households,
even of lesser aristocrats, could include large numbers of offi-
cials and servants. Supervising financial accounts, both for the
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\Women in Medieval Thought

WHETHER A NUN OR THE WIFE of an aristocrat, townsman, or
'--easam, a weman in the Middle Ages was considered
m%érior to a man and subject to aman's authority. Although
there are a number of examples of strang wemen who
=nored such attitudes, church teachings also reinforced
“hese notions. The first selection from Gratian (GRAY-shee-un
or GRAY-shun), the twelfth-century jurist who wrote the first
,_;ystematic work on canon law (church law), supports this
view. The second selection was written in the 1390s by a
wealthy fifty-year-old Parisian who wanted to instruct his
fifteen-year-old bride on how to be a good wife.

\Gratian, Decretum

women should be subject to their men. The natural order for
‘mankind is that women should serve men and children their
parents, for it is just that the lesser serve the greater.

The image of God is in man and it is one. Women were
drawn from man, who has God’s jurisdiction as if he were
‘God’s vicar, because he has the image of one God. Therefore
woman is not made in God’s image.

Woman’s authority is nil; let her in all things be subject
to the rule of man. ... And neither can she teach, nor be a
witness, nor give a guarantee, nor sit in judgment.

Adam was beguiled by Eve, not she by him. It is right that
he whom woman led into wrongdoing should have her under
his direction, so that he may not fail a second time through
female levity.

A Merchant of Paris, On Marriage

I entreat you to keep his linen clean, for this is up to you.
Because the care of outside affairs is men’s work, a husband

N o 1 ‘-w.*r."m?&.ﬂd;w _&_-,.,!:'Mv

must look after these things, and go and come, run here and
there in rain, wind, snow, and hail—sometimes wet,
sometimes dry, sometimes sweating, other times shivering,
badly fed, badly housed, badly shod, badly bedded—and
nothing harms him because he is cheered by the anticipation
of the care his wife will take of him on his return—of the
pleasures, joys, and comforts she will provide, or have
provided for him in her presence: to have his shoes off before
a good fire, to have his feet washed, to have clean shoes and
hose, to be well fed, provided with good drink, well served,
well honored, well bedded in white sheets and white
nightcaps, well covered with good furs, and comforted with
other joys and amusements, intimacies, affections, and secrets
about which I am silent. And on the next day fresh linen and
garments. . . .

Also keep peace with him. Remember the country proverb
that says there are three things that drive a good man from
his home: a house with a bad roof, a smoking chimney, and a
quarrelsome woman. I beg you, in order to preserve your
husband’s love and good will, be loving, amiable, and sweet
with him. . . . Thus protect and shield your husband from all
troubles, give him all the comfort you can think of, wait on
him, and have him waited on in your home. . .. If you do
what is said here, he will always have his affection and his
heart turned toward you and your service, and he will forsake
all other homes, all other women, all other help, and all other
households.

Q What do these two documents reveal about male
attitudes toward women in the Middle Ages? How do
the authors justify these attitudes?

Source: From Not in God's Image: Women in History from the Greeks to Victorians by Julia O'Faclain and Lauro Martines. Copyright © 1973 by Julia O'Faolain and Lauro Martines. Reprinted by permission

of the authors.

household and for the landed estate, alone required consider-
able financial knowledge. The lady of the castle was also often
~ responsible for overseeing the food supply and maintaining all
other supplies for the smooth operation of the household.
Childhood ended eatly for the daughters of aristocrats. Since
aristocratic girls were married in their teens (usually at the age
of fifteen or sixteen) and were expected by their husbands to
assume their responsibilities immediately, the training of girls in
a large body of practical knowledge could never start too early.
Sent at a young age to the castles of other nobles to be brought
up, girls were trained as ladies-in-waiting. The lady of the castle
taught them how to sew and weave and instructed them in all
the skills needed for running an estate. They also learned how
to read and write, dance, sing, and play musical instruments.
Although women were expected to be subservient to their
husbands (see the box above), there were many strong
women who advised and sometimes even dominated their

husbands. Perhaps the most famous was Eleanor of Aquitaine
(c. 1122-1204), heiress to the duchy of Aquitaine in south-
western France. Married first to King Louis VII of France
(1137-1180), Eleanor even accompanied her husband on a
Crusade, but her failure to bear sons led Louis to have their
marriage annulled. Eleanor then married Henry, count of
Anjou (AHN-zhoo), who became King Henry II of England
(1154-1189) and duke of Normandy. She bore him both sons
and daughters and took an active role in politics, even assist-
ing her sons in rebelling against Henry in 1173-1174. Impris-
oned by her husband for her activities, after Henry's death
she again assumed an active political life, providing both mili-
tary and political support for her sons.

Blanche of Castile (1188-1252) was another powerful medi-
eval queen. She became regent wilile her son Louis 1X was a
boy and ruled France with a powerful hand during much of
the 1220s and 1230s. She repelled the attempt of some
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rebellious French nobles to seize her son, the young king, and
defeated Henry III of England when he tried to incite an
uprising in France in order to reconquer Normandy. Blanche’s
political sense was so astute that even when Louis IX came of
age, he continued to rely on her as his chief adviser. One me-
dieval chronicler gave her the highest compliment he could

think of: “she ruled as a man.”

THE WAY OF THE WARRIOR At the age of seven or eight,
aristocratic boys were sent either to a clerical school to pursue a

religious career or to another nobleman’s castle,
where they prepared for the life of a noble. The
chief lessons for those learning to be nobles were
military; they learned how to joust, hunt, ride, and
handle weapons properly. Occasionally, aristocrats’
sons might also learn the basic fundamentals of read-
ing and writing. After his apprenticeship in knight-
hood, at about the age of twenty-one, a young man
formally entered the adult world in the ceremony of

“knighting.”” A sponsor girded a sword on the young

candidate and struck him on the cheek or neck with
an open hand (or later touched him three times on
the shoulder with the blade of a sword), possibly sig-
nifying the passing of the sponsor’s military valor to
the new knight.

In the eleventh and twelfth centuries, under the
influence of the church, an ideal of civilized behav-
ior called chivalry gradually evolved among the no-
bility. Chivalry represented a code of ethics that
knights were supposed to uphold. In addition to
defending the church and the defenseless, knights
were expected to treat captives as honored guests
instead of throwing them in dungeons. Chivalry
also implied that knights should fight only for glory,
but this account of a group of English knights by a
medieval writer reveals another motive for battle:
“The whole city was plundered to the last farthing,
and then they proceeded to rob all the churches
throughout the city, ... and seizing gold and silver,
cloth of all colors, women’s ornaments, gold rings,
goblets, and precious stones. ... They all returned
to their own lords rich men.”" Apparently, not all
chivalric ideals were taken seriously.

After his formal initiation into the world of war-
riors, a young man returned home to find himself
once again subject to his parents’ authority. Young
men were discouraged from marrying untl their
fathers died, at which tdme they could marry and
become lords of the castle. Trained to be warriors but
with no adult responsibilities, young knights naturally
gravitated toward military activities and often furth-
ered the private warfare endemic to the noble class.

THE ROLE OF TOURNAMENTS In the twelfth cen-
tury, tournaments began to appear as an alterna-
tive to the socially destructive fighting that the
church was trying to curb. Initially, tournaments

consisted of the “melee,” in which warriors on horscbae]g!
fought with blunted weapons in free-for-all combat. The g0al
was to take prisoners who would then be ransomed, makip

success in tournaments a path to considerable wealth, Within
an eight-month span, the English knight William Marghq|
made a tour of the tournament circuit, defeated 203 k"“ghw
and made so much money that he had to hire two clerks

the

cousins), the church would approve an annulment of their

fists became the main part of the tournament. No matter
: marriage, and the partners would be free to marry again.

oW much the church condemned tournaments, knights

i\nsgl\.’ﬂs continued to see them as an excellent way to train
fop war. As one knight explained: “A knight cannot distin-
sh himself in that [war] if he has not trained for it in tour-
5. He must have seen his blood flow, heard his teeth crack
der fist blows, felt his opponent’s weight bear down upon

The New World of Trade and
Cities

take care of it.
By the late twelfth century, the melee was preceded by the
joust, or individual combat between two knights. Gl-ﬂdual]jjr.'_

Efm as he lay on the ground and, after being twenty times

un orsed, have risen twenty times to fight.””?

'MARRIAGE PATTERNS OF THE ARISTOCRACY Aristocratic
'ﬁfﬁriages were expected to establish alliances with other fam-
{lies, bring new wealth, and provide heirs to carry on the fam-
{ly line. Parents therefore supervised the choice of spouses for
heir children. One of the most noticeable features of aristo-
eratic marriages was the usually wide discrepancy in the ages
;gfthe marital partners. Daughters of the nobles married at fif-
teen or sixteen, but their husbands might be in their thirties
Jor even forties, since men did not marry until they came into
their inheritances.

By the twelfth century, the efforts of the church since Car-
olingian times to end divorce (see Chapter 8) had borne much
fruit. As a sacrament, marriage was intended to last for a life-
time and could not be dissolved. In certain cases, however,
the church allowed married persons to separate by granting
them an annulment or official recognition that their marriage
had not been valid in the first place. If it could be established
that the couple had not consented to the marriage, that one
or the other suffered from a sexual incapacity that prevented
the consummation of the marriage, or that the couple were
related by blood (more closely than sixth or, after 1215, third
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The Tournament and the Joust. The tournament arose as a socially acceptable
alternative to the private warfare that plagued the nobility in the Middle Ages, and

FOCUS QUESTIONS: What developments
contributed to the revival of trade during the High
Middle Ages, and what areas were the primary
beneficiaries of the revival? What were the major
features of medieval cities?

Medieval Burope was an overwhelmingly agrarian society
with most people living in small villages. In the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, however, new elements were introduced
that began to transform the economic foundation of Western
civilization: a revival of trade, considerable expansion in the
circulation of money, the emergence of specialized craftspeo-
ple and artisans, and the growth and development of towns.
These changes were made possible by the new agricultural
practices and subsequent increase in food production, which
freed some European families from the need to produce their
own food. Merchants and craftspeople could now buy their
necessities.

The Revival of Trade

The revival of commercial activity was a gradual process.
During the chaotic conditions of the Early Middle Ages, large-
scale trade had declined in western Europe except for Byzan-
tine contacts with Italy and the Jewish traders who
moved back and forth between the Muslim and
Christian worlds. By the end of the tenth century,
however, people with both the skills and the prod-
ucts for commercial activity were emerging in
Eur%pe.

Cities in Italy assumed a leading role in the re-
vival of trade (see Map 9.1). By the end of the eighth
century, Venice, on the northeastern coast, had
emerged as a town with close trading ties to the
Byzantine Empire. Venice developed a trading fleet
and by the end of the tenth century had become the
chief western trading center for Byzantine and Is-
lamic commerce. Venice sent wine, grain, and tim-
ber to Constantinople in exchange for silk cloth,
which was then peddled to other communities.
Other coastal communities in western Italy, such as
Genoa and Pisa, also opened new trade routes. By
1100, Italian merchants began to benefit from the
Crusades and were able to establish new trading
centers in eastern ports. There the merchants

jousts eventually became the main events of the tournament. The fifteenth-century
English illustration at the top shows a joust between two heavily armored knights while
a crowd of royal and noble onlookers watches. A wooden barrier separates the knights,
whose lances have both been broken. The fifteenth-century French illustration below
shows a group of knights being taught how to joust.
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Marriage. Marriage festivities for members of the aristocracy were usually quite
elaborate, As seen in this illustration of the marriage of Renaud de Montaubon and
Clarisse, daughter of the ruler of Gascogne, after the festivities, the wedding party
Would accompany the new couple to their bedroom to prepare them for the physical
consummation of their marriage. Only after physical union was a medieval matriage
considered valid.

obtained silks, sugar, and spices, which they subse-
quently carried back to Italy and the West.

In the High Middi¢ Ages, Italian merchants
became even more daring in their trade activities.
They established trading posts in Cairo, Damascus,
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