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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

Introduction, to which this is an addendum, was written, somewhat

hurriedly, in 1956.! In what ways would it have been different if
written in 1975? The book itself would, of course have been different.
Professor Potter’s team of authors was the team then at his disposal, and
there were doubtless writers he would have liked to enlist had he been able®.
But I suspect that the very chronological limits of the volume and its place
in related series imposed severe limitations on available choices. As Sir
George Clark writes below (p. xxxiv), Lord Acton had produced the
masterly design of the Cambridge Modern History; the Medieval History
came out of the same Press (1911-36) and then there was a reversion to
the beginning, as one might say, with the Ancient History (1923-39), quite
apart from other works on the British Empire and other areas. Hence a
fresh Cambridge Modern History had to be tailored to fit existing models.
Its first two volumes had surely to be called ‘Renaissance’ and ‘Refor-
mation’ respectively.

Of all the changes that have overtaken historical scholarship in recent
times, it may be suspected that a desire to jettison the old hard-and-fast
division between ‘medieval’ and ‘modern’ has pride of place. This yearn-
ing is frequently satisfied by the device of using the word Renaissance to
mean primarily not a cultural crisis spread over a period, but a period
itself. In the U.S.A. indeed Renaissance conveniently covers the cen-
turies between Petrarch and Vico; and in this volume the ‘Renaissance’
of the title covers a survey of the main developments in most aspects of
European History within an era over-precisely described in the title as
running from 1493 to 1520. Such a use of the word to denote an epoch,
however long or short, obliterates the ideological sense of the word.
Everything that happens within the time span can be labelled ‘Renais-
sance’, just as anything that happened in Victorian Britain can be labelled
‘Victorian’. This is quite a reasonable way out of the difficulty, provided
one does not confuse the two interpretations of the word. As explained
below (p. 2) the harbingers of what a later age would regard as the
physical sciences were in no way humanist in their interests. In the new
school curriculum, the major innovation of the Renaissance (along with

Tms book was planned and written well over twenty years ago. The

1 When Professor Potter was appointed cultural attaché in Germany the present writer
undertook to provide an introduction and see the volume through the Press.

* Professor Potter writes: ‘The planning of this volume was influenced by wise editorial
“instructions” from Sir George Clark and by the inability of two distinguished authors to
write chapters originally allocated to them. Renaissance scholarship in 1950 when the first
invitations were sent out was in an unusually transitional state.’
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PREFACE

parallel developments in the fine arts), there was naturally a small place
allowed to the gentlemanly subject of mathematics. But the time-table
was overwhelmingly devoted to Latin. Latin was no longer treated as
necessary because one needed it to read the Scriptures and the Missal,
but because it was the language of Cicero and Vergil, of truth and beauty
in their own right. By means of Latin one might attain the supreme
ability—the ability to communicate. Of course such communication was
often not in Latin, although a surprising amount of it was. But even when
people wrote or spoke in Italian, French or the other vernaculars, those
of them who were literate, who were important, had all been to the same
sort of grammar school; they all knew the basic Latin classics and the
Bible. Even those who had no interest whatever in learning, but only an
appropriate place in society, had had the ablative absolute instilled into
them, often at a heavy price: what Ascham was later to call ‘beating
nature’.

The use of the word ‘Renaissance’ as a period, then, should encourage
us to transcend, as contemporaries perforce had to, those frontiers of
convenience adopted by historians as temporal divisions. It has been by
neglecting such artificial boundaries that much new light has been thrown,
for example, on Thomas More and Luther. It is clear from Professor
Elton’s preface to the paperback edition of the second volume of the
N.C.M.H. the degree to which current Reformation research has begun
to emphasize the medieval antecedents and influences in much sixteenth-
century religious thought.

One change which has certainly affected Renaissance studies (as also
and a fortiori classical and medieval studies) has been the dramatic decline
in the amount of Latin taught in the schools of at any rate the English-
speaking world. This is admittedly a process which began a long while
back, but until the Second World War most boys or girls proceeding to
read any kind of Arts at the university would have been given some kind
of training in Latin. In the last quarter of a century the scene has been
dramatically transformed in Britain and the Commonwealth; in the coun-
tries of North America the decline has been less pronounced, but only
because Latin had never been so generally taught in the secondary schools.
The results of this change are manifold. One is the difficulty many stu-
dents experience in reading the older canonical works which, although
written in their own language, have a fair amount of quotation and
allusion in ‘the obscurity of a learned language’. Text-books and even
monographs must now provide translations or at any rate ample clues
for the interpretation of such material. This may or may not be all loss:
it is occasionally no bad thing for a scholar to make up his mind exactly
what his text means. Further, there has been a quite remarkable increase
in the quantity and quality of Renaissance texts available in translation.
Writers like More and Erasmus were, of course, translated more or less

viii
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PREFACE

in their own day, so far as their more popular books were concerned.
But ‘Tudor translations’ are notoriously unreliable, and in any event
involve the comprehension of archaic or obsolete words and phrases.
Later translations, especially those produced in the nineteenth century,
were all too frequently hack works, debased ‘modernisations’ of earlier
and erratic versions, Jevoid of literary merit and innocent of any pretence
at scholarship. (A good example of this can be found in the English
versions of Platina’s Lives of the Popes.) But in the last couple of decades
a quite new standard has been attained. Two enterprises are so ambitious
and impressive that they must be instanced.! In 1963 there appeared the
second volume (but the first to be published) of the Yale edition of the
complete works of Thomas More: The History of King Richard I1I. More
had himself produced an English version of this which was printed on
facing pages by the Yale editor, R. S. Sylvester. The next volume to
appear (vol. 4, 1965) was Utropia, with a scrupulously revised text and
translation by Edward Surtz S.J., and a long and authoritative intro-
duction by J. H. Hexter. The series continues. Meanwhile an even more
staggering programme has been initiated in Toronto, a complete English
version of the works of Erasmus. Of this the first volume to appear con-
tains his early letters (nos. 1-141 in P. S. Allen’s enumeration): this sec-
tion of the Correspondence, translated by R. A. B. Mynors and D. F. S.
Thomson, is edited by Wallace K. Ferguson and was published in 1974.
The editorial board cautiously avoids stating how many volumes the
scheme will ultimately entail.

Many other lesser examples can be found in all modern languages of
texts printed with translations, or of translations treated with the care
and precision which enable the reader to rely on them with confidence
and with a learned commentary which goes much of the way to dispense
the scholar from recourse to the original. It would naturally be absurd to
imply that the preparation of critical editions of Renaissance texts without
translation has stopped. Erasmus is again a case in point. An inter-
national team has embarked on a new and revised recension of the
Leyden Opera omnia of 1703-6. The first instalment of this appeared at
Amsterdam in 1969.

Another development, not unique to Renaissance studies, but most
prominent in that area, is the publication of collections of essays by
different authors, organised round a theme. Three such works have
proved influential: Renaissance Studies, ed. E. F. Jacob (1960), Florentine
Studies, ed. N. Rubinstein (1969), and Renaissance Venice— Essays, ed.
John Hale (1973). The emphasis on Florence and Venice reflected in the
titles of these books not unfairly represents the direction of most Italian

* It is fair to say thatin medieval history the trail was blazed long ago with *Les classiques
de Phistoire de France au moyen 4ge’ and the Columbia ‘Records of Civilization’. The
‘Nelson’s Medieval Texts’, now continued as the ‘Oxford Medieval Texts’, began in 1949.
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PREFACE

research, at least by British and American scholars; other centres have
been relatively neglected, despite (for example) the exciting prospects
suggested by the relevant volumes of the ‘Treccani degli Alfieri’ Storia di
Milano. Rome in the early Renaissance awaits its historian, although
there are some excellent works now available in the fields of urbanistica
and the fine arts: one may instance T. Magnuson’s Studies in Roman
Quattrocento Architecture (1958) and L. D. Ettlinger’s The Sistine Chapel
before Michelangelo (1965). This concentration of research, especially in
English, on Florence and Venice, reflects traditional sentiment of a non-
scholarly kind and also library facilities well above the Italian average.
And of course both towns have remarkable archives, often nowadays
exploited by scholars anxious to bridge the gap between sociology and
history. The shadow of the computer lies over the Renaissance.

Down to the 1520’s, when this volume has its formal terminus, the new
humanities and the new arts were more actively pursued in Italy than
elsewhere. As yet only Erasmus, Budé and More had attained the stature
of the greater Italian scholars and men of letters, and they have been
accorded due recognition in recent years. Other questions remain without
any answers, other authors with only partial treatment. Far too little
attention has been paid as yet to northern cultural influences in Italy
during the quattrocento, and much more light could be thrown on the
Italian contributions to trans-Alpine ‘prehumanism’. Of most countries
it is true that our knowledge is still very much what it was a quarter of a
century ago. France, however, has been very much better served. The
energy of Franco Simone has resulted in a number of important books,
and notably his Il Rinascimento Francese (1961); more recently we have
been presented by Eugene F. Rice with his fundamental edition of the
Prefatory Epistles of Jacques Lefévre d’Etaples and Related Texts (1972):
‘.. .the efforts of Lefévre and his circle to reform instruction in the faculty
of arts during the last decade of the fifteenth century and the first decade
of the sixteenth mark the critical stage in the adaptation of the cultural
program of Italian humanism to the educational tradition of the Univer-
sity of Paris’. Lefévre was a clear case of the old or medieval mingling
with new ideas, and the same interesting amalgam can be seen in the
German Abbot Johannes Trithemius, to whom Klaus Arnold has devoted
a welcome study (1971). And, if much awaits investigation, specialists in
the period now at last have their own Bibliographie internationale de
Phumanisme et de la Renaissance, an annual which first came out at
Geneva in 1966 with a survey of works published in 1965.

The present volume of the N.C.M.H. is entitled The Renaissance and
in the preceding paragraphs some account has been taken of changing
influences on and new contributions to the study of Renaissance civilisa-
tion. Many more remarks might have been made under this head. There
is, for example, a new and stimulating interest in rhetoric, and an attempt

X
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to see how the assumptions deriving from classical and medieval rhetorical
theory have to be mastered if we are properly to understand what
humanists were trying to say. There is a new and lively activity to be
seen in the history and achievements of humanist historians. For the
period covered in the following pages original reflections are expressed by
Felix Gilbert in his study of Machiavelli and Guicciardini (1965), the two
historians who, from Ranke onwards, have dominated the interpretation
of the Italian and European background of this epoch. Some valuable
work has also been devoted to the rich interaction, just beginning at this
time, between law and history; see, for instance, Donald K. Kelley’s
Foundations of Modern Historical Scholarship (1970), and compare too
the perceptive remark below at p. xx.

It would be beyond the present writer’s competence and the space
allotted to these brief additional remarks to indicate even the most im-
portant works in all the subjects covered in the following chapters which
have materially added to our knowledge since this book first came out.
The attempt would in any case produce a list even more idiosyncratic
than the handful of titles in cultural history already given. What may be
indicated in conclusion are one or two of the ways in which our general
assumptions may have altered in the interval.

One oppressive experience to which we are all at present exposed on
an unprecedented scale is inflation. Nowadays this exercises a distinct
restraint on discussions of what used to be called ‘The Price Revolution
of the Sixteenth Century’. Economists now freely admit that they cannot
explain, let alone control, our predicament; likewise economic historians
are more reticent when dealing with the milder upheavals of the mid-
1500’s, whose beginnings in foreign exploration and exploitation are
touched on below.

Another closed episode was reopened when the late Pope John XXIII
convoked the Second Vatican Council in 1962. Or rather a whole range
of attitudes and actions, formerly regarded as irreversibly incompatible
with the doctrines and practices of the Roman Catholic Church, once
again emerged as possibilities. The role and authority of an ecumenical
council was one such matter. Church historians of the medieval and
Renaissance periods had accepted that the efforts of conciliarists at
Constance and Basle had been frustrated by Trent and finally annihilated
by the subservience of Vatican I (1869—70), which saw the proclamation
of papal infallibility as a dogma. Now once again the place of the bishop
in church government may be re-examined historically; ‘head and mem-
bers’ has taken on renewed actuality. Beyond that the question of a
married priesthood, of the endowment and financial control of the Roman
Church even in areas where it is ‘ official’, of the Cup for the laity (already
an issue in Bohemia as Hus lay in prison at Constance), all these burning
topics may now freely be debated by Roman Catholic historians, and for

xi
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others have lost their confessional bitternesses. They went with simplifi-
cation of the Roman liturgy and the use in it of the vernacular (a further
blow for Latin!). In these and other ways what had seemed final para-
graphs may become the beginnings of new chapters.

The spiritual life of pre-Reformation Europe is another field which
is somewhat neglected in this volume, for the reason that historians in-
terested in it had not yet published their work, save for the scholars who
had dealt with the German mystics and the Brethren of the Common Life.
Even the parish clergy, dealt with severely below, often had a worthwhile
social role in the many confraternities and guilds of the period, them-
selves in many aspects ‘religious’ in the largest sense of the term. Charity
and good works were a prominent part of the living and the dying of
ordinary people everywhere, as W. K. Jordan has shown for England in
his many writings, and as Brian Pullan has shown for Venice. The icono-
graphy of such spirituality was the subject of that fine study: Alberto
Tenenti, I/ senso della morte e 'amore della vita nel Rinascimento (1957).

An equally serious ambiguity surrounds many of the political solutions
which used to seem fixed and certain not so long ago. It is now far from
easy to ignore the fact that our world may change out of recognition.
The old truths seem to have less force: England and Scotland joined by
marriage in 1503 led ineluctably to the later United Kingdom; the even
more famous marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella in the end produced a
kingdom of Spain. (I notice with some shame that on p. 5 below I wrote
of the ‘final emergence of a pattern of international relationships’.) The
dislocations resulting from the Second World War, it seemed twenty-five
years ago, would sooner or later be cancelled out: there would again be—
to take a case in point—one Germany, just as France, Spain, the U.K.
would remain unchanged. In our own day devolution has everywhere
powerful advocates and there is no state large or small which can be sure
that its past will determine its future. ‘Nothing is inevitable until it has
happened.” The consequences of any public event are quite incalculable.
All of this is a further reminder that ‘definitive history’ is no longer on
the agenda (see below pp. xxiv—-xxvi), despite the authoritative appearance
and the continued viability of the Cambridge Histories.

January 1975 D.H.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION: HISTORY AND
THE MODERN HISTORIAN

By Sir GEORGE CLARK

of volumes is the successor, was planned by the first Lord Acton in

the year 1896, and its publication was completed when the atlas
volume appeared in 1912.! It has been familiar ever since as a standard
work, both a book of reference and a book to read, and it was the most
influential survey in the English language of the history of the five
previous centuries as they appeared to the scholars of that time. In British
universities history, as a subject for examinations, was then attracting
considerable, and growing, numbers of candidates. The same interest
spread downwards into the schools and outwards through the ranks of
educated men and women, bringing with it a demand for historical books
and for new kinds of historical books. This change in the content of
education was due to many changes in the public mind. One body of
educational reformers promoted the teaching of history, while another
promoted that of natural science, as alternatives to the more established
subjects, especially the Greek and Latin classics; but the propaganda
within the educational world echoed opinions which were current out-
side it. There was a utilitarian demand for more knowledge of history,
appropriate enough at a time when British governments were assuming
new functions at home and becoming more closely involved in inter-
national politics, so that the public had to discuss many issues which
could scarcely be explained except in their historical setting. There was
also an enthusiasm for history as a literary study, enlarging the mind,
training political judgment and even confirming moral character. The
imposing figures of the two historians who had become bishops, Stubbs
and Creighton, stood among the eminent Victorians. The imperialistic
mood of the time had but recently lost its historian, Sir John Secley.
Above all there was a belief that a new science of history, more impartial
and more exact than anything previously practised, had provided a key to
the past and the future. Samuel Rawson Gardiner was demonstrating
what the method could do for English history, and a number of historians
were available who had trained themselves in the same arduous technique.
Yet there was a shortage of recent English books on continental history.
There were few, if any, on a large scale worth mentioning except Creighton’s

THE original Cambridge Modern History, to which the present series

1 An account of the planning and editing, fuller than that which follows here, is in the
Cambridge Historical Journal, vi1 (1945), pp. 57ff.

2 xvii NCMH I
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

History of the Papacy and Seeley’s Life of Stein. For ordinary purposes it
was still necessary to use older writers like Robertson, Coxe, Prescott,
Motley and even Carlyle.

Some of these things must have been in the minds of the Syndics of the
Cambridge University Press, one of whom was the great historian
Maitland, when in 1896 they invited Lord Acton to consider undertaking
the general direction of a History of the World. Acton had entered on
his office as Regius Professor of Modern History in the previous year,
and he had not decided what work to do in addition to giving his lectures.
Of all men he had the strongest faith in the new scientific history. It was
for this that he had stood up in the controversies of his younger days when,
as an editor of periodicals, he had tried to show that his Church would
further her own ends if she encouraged those of science ‘which are truth’
and those of the State ‘which are liberty’. He did not hesitate for long
before accepting the Syndics’ invitation. ‘Such an opportunity’, he wrote,
‘of promoting his own ideas for the treatment of history has seldom been
given to any man.’

Among the adjustments of the plan which preceded Acton’s final
acceptance was one which must be noticed here. The Syndics cut down
their original scheme, so that now it was to include ‘ Modern History only,
beginning with the Renaissance’. There had already been writers before
this time who maintained that this familiar, or even customary, division
of history into two chapters in or about the fifteenth century was less
appropriate to the subject-matter than a division at a later point, perhaps
somewhere in the seventeenth. This view attracts historians who wish to
minimise the importance of the earlier and emphasise that of the later
changes; but for two reasons it seems not to merit much discussion here.
In the first place it implies that the divisions of books and chapters belong
to the nature of things and not merely to convenience in writing and
teaching. Secondly, the Cambridge Medieval History has been published,
ending where the Modern History began, and therefore when the present
series of volumes was planned the date for its beginning was no longer an
open question. Something may, however, be said about the wider and
more substantial problem, whether there is a difference of kind between
modern history and other, earlier, sorts of history.

Such a difference between the more and the less remote is implied in
many of our habits of thought and speech. More than one Roman author
of the first century A.D. discussed the question where it is proper to draw
the line which separates the ancients from the moderns. Most people still
assume that one or more such lines ought to be drawn, if only to divide
up the past into manageable units; but their reasons for thinking so reveal
endless disagreements. Some of them give the name of modern to the
history of any periods recent enough to have left answers in writing to
such questions as we are disposed to ask about them. Ancient or medieval

Xviii
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

history, on this view, relates to ages in which men’s minds worked
differently from ours: for instance they were blind to the advantages of
digesting their experience into statistical or even chronologically accurate
statements. Some people, however, believe that human nature never
changes. They are content to distinguish the remoter ages, which it is hard
to understand because our information about them is scanty, from the
nearer, which it is equally hard to understand because our information
about them is too voluminous. Writers of this latter complexion have,
to be sure, looked more favourably on later than on earlier periods,
because, as one of them remarked °‘Historical science...is always
becoming more possible; not solely because it is better studied, but
because, in every generation, it becomes better adapted for study’.
Unhappily, however, there are some who maintain that the mere notion
of modern history is absurd. On the one hand there is the proposition
that ‘modern history’ is a contradiction in terms. History, we are told, is
in its essence the reverse of modern; what makes it history is that it is
different from our knowledge of the present, so that, unless they start
from the assumption that the past is finished and done with, historians
cannot be historians at all. However we define it we must recognise that
history deals with the past; whatever we may mean by ‘modern’ we must
mean something closely related to the present. Themore anything belongs to
history, it would seem, the less modern it must be, and conversely the more
modern it is, the less it can be historical. If we do not like this, we may turn
to the opposing proposition, equally plausible, equally sparkling with para-
dox, if, perhaps, equally shallow, that ‘modern history’ is a tautology. All
history is modern, or in more familiar words, ‘every true history is ideally
contemporary’,2 for if there were no continuity between past and present ;
if the historian, living as he must live in the present, could not assimilate
the past into his present, then he could not know it or write anything about
it that was either true or intelligible to his contemporaries.

Although we are so far from agreeing about what they are doing or why
they do it, a very large number of men and women, larger than ever before,
spend some or all of their working time on research into modern history.
A few of them work by themselves, but, since they use books or manu-
scripts prepared by other people, even the research of these hermits is a
social activity. The great majority belong to organisations of various kinds,
research institutes, universities, academies, publishing societies, national
or international associations of historians- or of students of special
branches of history. They contribute to journals, reviews, and research
periodicals. Librarians, archivists and museum officials, many of them
highly expert, collect, arrange and make available for them an immense

1 J.S. Mill, * Additional Elucidations of the Science of History’ in System of Logic (1843).

* This is the form of the phrase in B. Croce, Storia, cronaca, e false storie (1912), p-2
reprinted in Teoria e storia della storiografia (1917), p. 4

xix s-a
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

apparatus comprising both raw and half-finished materials and the finished
products of earlier investigation. By correspondence, conferences and
other contacts these organisations are linked with one another and with
other component parts of the world of science and learning. Those who
work in and for them think of research in modern history as a going
concern, an immense organisation of workers.

Systematic instruction in methods of historical research has become a
settled part of the routine of universities, and there are many text-books
setting out its technique. Some are general; others deal with what are
portentously called ‘auxiliary sciences’, such as chronology, biblio-
graphy, palacography, diplomatic, and the study of seals, which is some-
times called sigillography and sometimes, even less gracefully, sphragistics.
It has, however, been held that, just as most historians are eclectic in the
general ideas which they apply in their work, depending for them on non-
historical writers, so most of the actual operations carried out in the course
of historical research have been derived from other studies which would
not ordinarily be called historical. They are applications of the habits of
mind which distinguish scholarly from unscholarly work. Some of these
were familiar to lawyers long before they were thought to be necessary for
historians. It was not lawyer-like in the sixth century to give an opinion
on one particular section of a law without looking through the whole;!
now it is also not historian-like. In the fifteenth century the jurists of
Europe in general were skilful in deciding on the authenticity of old
documents and establishing their purport. Ecclesiastics were at work on
the relationships of different systems of reckoning time. Classical scholars
were improving the emendation of corrupted texts, and in the course of
time historians availed themselves of all these older and newer kinds of
skill, just as they followed the general movement of thought by elimi-
nating miracles and the influence of the stars from their narratives. In
later centuries they took over from natural science the ambition to frame
general laws, and to explain particular events or the broader course of
history by some evolutionary principle. Along with these governing ideas,
they borrowed many devices of detail. Recently they have busied them-
selves with graphs and curves and statistical tables. Beginning in economic
history these have come to be used in such different fields as biblio-
graphical and ecclesiastical history. Some historians regard their task as
a special kind of inductive reasoning, distilling the truth from an exhaustive
examination of all the available evidence. They aim at ‘total cover’ of
their subject-matter, and this in spite of an uneasy suspicion that the
subject-matter even of a narrow, particular history may be in some way
inexhaustible. No historian hitherto has had at his command all the
sources which might be relevant to his subject; none has ever completed

! Digest, 1, 3, 24: Celsus Lib. VIII digestorum. Incivile est nisi tota lege perspecta una
aliqua particula eius proposita iudicare vel respondere.
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his work so that no newly emerging source could invalidate it. However
limited the subject, and however few the aspects from which it could be
approached, the bulk of the relevant materials will be so great that the
historian who tries to acquaint himself with all of them must give up the
attempt to handle them all for himself. He may trustingly accept what other
scholars tell him about this or that outlying field. He may be content to
make his contribution to the joint research of some great organisation which
provides somewhere for the co-ordination of his discoveries with others. In
any case the nearer we come to ‘total cover’, the further we move from
the primitive historian-like exactness. It seems that historians have adopted
a miscellaneous collection of other people’s tools.

These appearances are deceptive. There is a method or technique or
approach which is distinctive of history, and by which historians make
their own contribution to thought. All their subjects belong to the study
of human life in the framework of time, and their speciality is to treat
their subject-matter as organically related by successiveness, by sequence
in time. Any investigator who sets out to digest a confused mass of
evidence needs some means of distinguishing what is relevant to his
purpose from what is not relevant. He must be able to sift his evidence
so that, once he finds a sufficient proof, or the best available proof, for
a conclusion, he can discard all the rest as superfluous. He aims at
extracting from each item that and only that which it and it alone can
contribute to the knowledge of his subject. Lawyers are guided by rules
about what kinds of evidence are admissible; scientists plan their experi-
ments so as to yield the answers to set questions. Historians have to sort
out their evidence from all the books and manuscripts and material
objects which may include relevant information. Among these there may
be written or printed documents or material things which actually were
parts of the events or times which the historian studies. There are also all
the contemporary or subsequent writings, pictures and other objects which
give information about former events without having formed parts of
them. It may happen that nothing has survived from the event itself, and
yet we may have abundant means of knowing about it. There is a general
presumption that the historian can make a first rough grading of his
materials by trusting his evidence more the earlier it is in time. Many
historians distinguish original or primary from secondary authorities.
This ceases to be a sharp distinction as soon as anything is included in the
primary class besides the materials actually surviving from the events.
A report of a speech, in a newspaper or a diplomatic dispatch, may be
written immediately after the speech is delivered, but it is not so com-
pletely primary as a tape-recording: in however subordinate a way,
another personality intrudes and may bring in errors or even falsifications.
A summary written afterwards, even by the speaker himself, is still further
away. For many kinds of occurrences over long stretches of time memoirs
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and histories afford the best evidence we have, but this is not only more
remote; it is tinged with the personalities of the writers. All interpretation
rests on the selection of evidence, and whenever evidence has been selected,
whether by chance or deliberately, the selection governs any possible
interpretation. Since, either intentionally or by accident, all our authorities
have been selected, this means that they must all be examined in the light
of all that we can know about their lost context.

The distinction between primary and secondary authorities is thus
neither as simple nor as useful as it appears at first sight. Historians who
regard their work as the answering of questions, even when they know
that its progress must change the form of the questions themselves, are
disposed to approach the primary authorities through the secondary.
There are obvious advantages in doing this. If a historian confined him-
self to studying only the first-hand authorities or the nearest that he could
get to first-hand, he might spend hours in deciphering manuscripts which
had already been printed and could be read in as many minutes. If,
among printed works, he read only the original documents, he would have
to do over again for himself whatever his predecessors had done that
might lighten his task. Strictly speaking it is impossible to derive his-
torical knowledge only from primary authorities. Merely by knowing
that such authorities exist and where he is to find them, the historian
knows something about them from outside. The disputes of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries about the authority of scripture and tradition in
ecclesiastical matters turned on similar issues, and John Selden annihi-
lated the argument that belief and practice should or could be founded
on the authority of scripture alone. He said: ‘Say what you will against
tradition, we know the signification of words by nothing but tradition. ..
take these words, In principio erat verbum. How do you know those words
signify, In the beginning was the word, but by tradition, because someone
has told you so.’! As history cannot be founded on knowledge of primary
authorities alone, the best way not to be misled by the errors and accre-
tions or omissions of later writers is to study these later writers and then
work back from them to their sources.

It does indeed often happen that a historian sets out to correct an
authorised version but fails to free himself from its assumptions and
adduces new evidence without seeing that it is decisive. Others who, for
any reason, are free from his assumptions, see the effect of this evidence
more clearly, and it is natural to infer that the way to see everything
clearly is to empty the mind of all assumptions whatsoever. This is one,
but only one, of the reasons why some historians exalt primary and despise
secondary authorities. Another is that the approach from secondary
authorities involves the temptation to read history backwards. Some
eminent historians condemned the imperfections of one age by comparison

1 Table Talk, ed. S. H. Reynolds (1892), p. cxxvii.
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with the successes of another or judged by results, or judged by the
standards of their own time. Others may avoid these errors and yet may
unconsciously see the earlier period through the eyes of their own, or of
some intermediate time. It has been said, for instance, that Johan
Huizinga, in spite of all his learning and sympathy, saw the age of
Erasmus too much from the point of view of the eighteenth century; and
indeed scholars who value lucidity of thought and expression must
always find it hard to depart from the judgments of the eighteenth century.
To study history forwards would be to plunge into the moving stream of
events, identifying oneself in imagination with the time, knowing and
feeling only what could be known and felt then. This is what Samuel
Rawson Gardiner tried to do: he worked through mountains of con-
temporary books, pamphlets, statutes, dispatches, and letters, day by day
and year by year, not looking ahead into the next batch of materials to see
what the outcome of anything was going to be. And any historian may be
overtaken by the feeling that he has left and forgotten his own circum-
stances and become one with the world of the old book or parchment in
his hand. This feeling comes most perfectly to those who are very learned
and yet keep alive the poet in them; but there are many more to whom it
seems to be an end worth pursuing in itself, and worth transmitting by the
magic of good writing to every reader who can receive it. Nor is this only
a question of emotional experience: the scientific historian also will prize
the authenticity of the best sources. If he can reconstruct the past, and
eliminate from his mind everything that came to pass afterwards, he will
have isolated the pure object of his study. Many teachers of historical
method, therefore, advise their pupils to go straight to the original
authorities and to master them first. The most austere adherents of this
doctrine give no references in their footnotes to the works of previous
historians, or to any of their contemporaries except the compilers of such
monographs as approximate to the character of mere précis of materials.
They do indeed use dictionaries, catalogues, and works of reference of
many other kinds; but these too appear to be impersonal, as innocent of
bias or interpretation as the Nautical Almanac. The technique of using
them, the application of auxiliary sciences, has its own innocent delights,
and ‘pure history’ seems to be an end in itself, an aesthetic activity,
untroubled by utilitarian aims or pressure from the outer world.

This was not the attitude of the historians who created the Cambridge
Modern History. There were, of course, many varieties of method within
their school, and no convenient name has been found for describing their
highest common factor. They are sometimes called liberal historians; but
the word ‘liberal’ has many meanings. On the Continent it often carries
an implication of unfriendliness to churches or even to religion; but in
England among the great writers of this school were the bishops, Stubbs
and Creighton, and the zealous Roman Catholic Lord Acton. In some
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respects they carried on the eighteenth-century attitude, especially in
rejecting as untrue what seemed inherently improbable; in others, from
the early days of their greatest master Leopold von Ranke, they were
influenced by the romantic movement, which emphasised the differences,
insuperable as it was supposed, between races, or nationalities, or times.
What they had in common is most easily seen from their relation to their
sources. During the nineteenth century the sum of historical knowledge
received enormous additions from the opening of archives. Governments
had for a considerable time admitted approved persons to read among
their accumulated papers, and had even spent large sums on printing
selections of documents relating to earlier times. Now, one by one, they
opened their repositories more freely. All of them still kept some papers
under lock and key, and drew a line between the older papers which were
open to search, and those so close to the present that they must be
reserved; but well before the end of the century it was normal for a
civilised capital to have some virtually public search-rooms where official
historical records were accessible. Most of the historians who used them
were learned in the printed literature of their subjects, and most of them
worked either alone or with the help of at most a few copyists. Con-
fronted by enormous masses of papers most of which had been unread
from a time soon after they were written, they had no temptation to try
to read every word that bore on their subjects. That had to wait until
inventories and catalogues were much improved not only in the official
archives but in the great libraries as well. They could only pick out the
plums, and these were the records from which the accepted version could
be corrected, or a decision made between conflicting versions. Nine-
teenth-century historians, like nineteenth-century scientists, prided them-
selves on their discoveries: to Acton Ranke was first and foremost a
pathfinder. The advance of historical studies appeared as the detection of
error by the touchstone of accurate knowledge. Much importance was
therefore attached to emending texts so as to restore the authentic words
of documents which had been garbled or misread. Next, the ranking of
authorities was studied. Like the classical scholars who studied the
derivation of manuscripts, the historians invented systems for tracing
back historical statements to their sources, and so were able to reject the
derivative and draw their own conclusions from the primary. They looked
with little favour on probabilities or corroborative evidence. They scored
so many successes in disposing of lies or legends by the confrontation of
crucial facts that they came to think of facts as the indestructible atoms
by the adding of which together true history could be composed. With
something of this sort in mind they looked forward to a future when it
would be possible to write ‘definitive history’.

Historians of a later generation do not look forward to any such
prospect. They expect their work to be superseded again and again. They
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consider that knowledge of the past has come down through one or
more human minds, has been ‘ processed’ by them, and therefore cannot
consist of elemental and impersonal atoms which nothing can alter. They
do not even ascribe these qualities to the material objects which form the
evidence for archaeology in all ages. A flint implement, however durable,
and a pyramid, however large, have not yielded all their testimony until
we have examined them in their context, until, for instance, we know how
they and not others like them have survived until our time. The exploration
seems to be endless, and some impatient scholars take refuge in scepticism,
or at least in the doctrine that, since all historical judgments involve
persons and points of view, one is as good as another and there is no
‘ objective’ historical truth.

The nineteenth-century cult of facts was intended, among other
purposes, to guard against this relativism. Few of the historians were
speculative enough to inquire what facts are. It appeared sufficient that
they were not fancies, nor theories; the adjective most commonly applied
to them was ‘hard’. Whatever else might be open to question, they
seemed real. They seemed to be components of a real past which was
implied by the study of history itself. When we set out to restore a
damaged inscription, we act on the assumption that it was once complete,
and that the words it then included were there and were what they were
whether we succeed in recovering them or not. In the same way when we
set out to discover any missing fact, or to correct any historical statement,
we assume that both a known and an unknown past exist. Some such
assumption indeed is built into the structure of our Indo-European
languages: the tenses of the verbs imply time and change, and some of
them imply degrees of continuity and discontinuity between the past and
the present. We know some of the past and we may know more. In
moving through the past from the known to the unknown, we apply our
customary tests for distinguishing true knowledge from opinion. One of
these is coherence. If a pretended new fact is inconsistent with our know-
ledge of the past, one or the other must be amended or rejected. The real
past, known and unknown, forms a coherent whole; but it is not merely
a whole of which every single component may be challenged by some new
discovery. Besides being coherent, it is in some way fixed. Nothing can
undo it, and that is a significant statement, not a mere commonplace.
There is an old saying that God himself cannot cancel the past, cannot
unmake the facts:

Hoc namque dumtaxat negatum etiam Deo est
Quae facta sunt, infecta posse reddere.!

Research workers whose methods imply that there is a real past with

a coherent structure, and who are constantly becoming more skilful in

! This is Casaubon’s translation in his edition of Aristotle (1590) of the fragment quoted
in the Nicomachaean Ethics 1139 b 9, from the dramatist Agathon.
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learning more about it, easily forget that only an infinitesimal fraction of
that whole can ever be known. Most of the past has vanished and can
never be recovered by the means at our disposal. Out of the millions upon
millions of men, women and children who have lived on the surface of the
globe, there are indeed some few millions of whom something is recorded;
but it would require many volumes to set down all that passed through
the consciousness of any one of them in an hour, and, in comparison with
such a record as that, the whole of our historical knowledge is pro-
portionately less than a single comma surviving from a lost encyclopaedia.
This does not only mean that we must make the best of what little we can
know. It also means that the collector’s notion of total cover must be
inappropriate to history. It means, further, that the function of the
historian is not to be compared with that of the map-maker, who repro-
duces on a smaller scale the proportions and lay-out of a piece of ground.
The map-maker, to be sure, displays the gaps in his knowledge: where
there is an unexplored desert or an uncharted sea, he leaves a blank.
Another kind of blank in his map indicates a featureless area, a part of
the earth’s surface where there is nothing that he wishes to indicate. For
the historian there is a third kind of blank, which cannot be filled by
exploration but does not indicate that there never was anything there.
If this were a comparatively small matter, it might be overcome by
reasonably inferring from the known course of events what the lost
events must have been like. Sometimes and in a small way historians do
this, as statisticians interpolate figures; but when their task is looked at
as a whole, it appears that they must allow that there are many differences
of kind between the known and the unknown. Their ignorance is an
essential element in their knowledge. They work with materials which
have already been fortuitously or deliberately selected; they carry the
process of selection further; but they are not merely abstracting from
a mixed mass of data. They are carrying out a kind of selection which
involves more than taking some parts and rejecting others.

If historical writing were simply putting facts together, it might be not
ordered construction but mere shapeless heaping-up. Many writers about
history have maintained that one distinction between a history and a mere
quantity of information about the past lies in the constant exercise of
judgment by the historian. This may indeed be called the classical view.
Edward Gibbon, for instance, the author of The Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire, who is sometimes regarded as a literary man rather than
a serious thinker, specified ‘civil prudence’ as “the first and most essential
virtue of an historian’. His phrase ‘civil prudence’ has a long and curious
history.? Even if its early occurrences were not in his mind when he wrote,

1 Tt occurs in Milton’s Civil Power in Ecclesiastical Causes (1659), in the dedicatory letter.
In Latin Cicero has it, and it occurs in J. J. Becher, Psychosophia oder{Seelenweisheit (1678).
Grotius, Briefwisseling, ed. Molhuysen, no. 402 (1615) has ‘civilis sapientia’.
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Gibbon was in essence repeating the opinion of Lucian, who regarded
good sense in relation to public affairs as the born gift of the good
historian. Civil prudence, or political judgment, is not a purely intel-
lectual quality; it is the capacity to judge concrete situations well, in the
sense in which we commonly speak of a good judge of a man, or a horse
or a picture.

This classical view of the historian’s procedure consorts well with the
formula that history is the consciousness of continuity, das Bewusstsein
der Continuitdt® It may indeed be true that, however little the past could
be known in earlier ages, when historical knowledge was scanty and was
confined to the few literate people, the past nevertheless penetrated,
informed and governed the present even more than it can nowadays.
History never supersedes but only reinforces and elucidates other older,
underlying continuities. The lowest stratum is the physical continuity of
the universe. A second underlying continuity is biological. Genealogy is
a primitive kind of history, but it did not arise from thought about given
data, namely the facts of marriages and births. The knowledge of these
facts arose in and with the knowledge of their genealogical framework as
a crystallisation within a complex experience which was instinctive, bio-
logical and social. Heredity is still one of the factors of social continuity
everywhere, and the family is still one of the fundamental institutions even
in societies where its character and functions have most changed; but
the continuity provided by the family has always been defined and
stabilised by conscious knowledge, by what we may call traditional
continuity. The successive and overlapping generations pass on acquired
aptitudes. Oral tradition, however, is not the only means by which con-
tinuity with the past is maintained intentionally. Words, even when they
are used with the most expert skill, can never revive the whole of any
experience, and so in addition to traditional words, and sometimes in
association with them, there is another way of fixing events in memory so
that they can be called up again. This is ritual. For the ordering of society
it is necessary that only those who are properly entitled, only those in due
succession to the past, should enjoy the majesty of a king or the status of
a wife, should exercise a priest’s office or a scholar’s right to teach, a land-
lord’s right to the services of his tenants, or a tenant’s right to the produce
of the soil. Of old, therefore, these titles were affirmed and fixed in the
memory of witnesses by ceremonial, as some of them still are. Not every
registry-office marriage is symbolised by a ring, but our newspapers an-
nounce actual coronations, consecrations, ordinations, investitures, degree-
givings, institutions to benefices. These are performed not because there is
any danger that the London Gazette or the legal documents relating to such
occasions may perish or be disputed; but because there is something in

1 Quomodo Historia Conscribenda sit, 34.
! J. G. Droysen, Grundriss der Historik (1868).
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each of them which cannot be put into words. In earlier times, even when
there was a document to embody a legal act, there was also a ritual, and
the ritual rather than the document was the act. We retain the ritual when
we distrust the efficacy of words to record the essence of the event.

Written history does indeed provide us with our surest knowledge of
the past. Written words are more precise and easier to work with, if less
expressive, than spoken, but writing has not rendered oral tradition
useless. There are stresses and intonations which can be taught but not
written and written history is still embedded in the deeper continuities,
physical, biological, ritual and traditional. They are less clear and explicit,
but they have their independent value and sometimes they can interpret
what survives in writing. All these continuities are organically connected ;
all alike are means by which the present carries its past along with it, so
that history is not the continuity of human life, but the continuity made
conscious.

There is indeed one respect in which history provides a continuity
quite unlike the others. Once any of these others is interrupted it can
never be put together again. When a family has no heirs that is the end
of it; when the last minstrel dies his unwritten ballads die with him. But
history can be neglected and forgotten for centuries and yet begin afresh.
Perhaps the most striking of all historical discoveries are those made by
scholars who read lost languages. Even where the language of the sources
is well known, their nature may be forgotten. A document may appear to
mean something quite different from what it meant to its writer. Thus an
eminent English historian accused the English queen, Catherine of Aragon,
of being still loyal to her nephew Charles V because she ended a letter
to him in Spanish with the words, before her signature, ‘who kisses your
hand’. He could have found from an elementary Spanish grammar that
this is still, as it was then, an ordinary formula for ending a letter. And if
historical research can recreate continuities by interpreting documents, in
the same way it renews them on the largest scale by bringing every kind of
relevant knowledge to bear on every aspect of the past.

The purposes of the historian are as wide as the purposes for which a
knowledge of continuity with the past may be desired. A man may wish
to draw out the continuity of some village or town or nation, of some
institution or practice or belief with its past for one or more of an immense
number of reasons. At one extreme a writer of genius like Michelet may
proclaim his own version of the grandeurs and miseries of the national
past. At the other extreme there are simple practical reasons. A town
clerk may trace the ownership of a ferry through old deeds in order to
discover who has the right to fix the toll. Lawyers constantly have
searches made to provide proofs of the claims of litigants. Political
parties set up research departments to provide materials for their decisions
on policy and for their propaganda. Lord Allenby read the campaigns of
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the Old Testament and the ancient Romans when he planned his conquest
of Palestine. There are equally simple emotional or aesthetic reasons. The
owner of an ancient castle, or a citizen of an ancient borough may delve
into its records from a mere sense of wonder and curiosity. Simply as an
adventure-story, a book on Napoleon’s campaigns may absorb the
attention of a man who has no interest in strategy or tactics. But in
practice it is exceptional for the historian’s interest to be simple. Usually
in the mind of any one writer different lines of interest run side by
side: many military historians write romantically, and many romantic
historians are surprised into studying the technicalities of tactics. There
are, indeed, innumerable branches of history which isolate some special
interest. In the larger universities there are specialists in legal, military,
literary, ecclesiastical and economic history as well as in the history of
certain countries and regions; some universities also make special pro-
vision for the history of the arts and sciences and of philosophy. These
special branches are, however, taught and studied in connection with
general history, which may pay more or less attention to some of them,
but somehow provides an introduction or groundwork, if not a final
summing-up, for all. This is how the current work of the great going con-
cern of historical research and teaching is organised now; and the shape
of this organisation corresponds to the demands of a collective opinion
among the historians. Commonly it is this collective opinion which
dictates the choice of subjects. From time to time attempts are made to
show that one or other branch of history is more truly historical than the
others, or is fundamental to them; but, if we remember that all historical
research implies a real past, we shall be content to believe that any
historical investigation which is undertaken to discover truth will lay bare
part of this real past. We shall not be tempted to say that one branch of
history is more legitimate than another, that its historical character
depends on its choice of subject within the infinite field of the past.
What historical subjects are studied and for what reasons depends on
many seemingly unrelated circumstances of human society; and the same
is true of the other activities which precede historical study and on which
it depends. First there are the recording activities. These make provision
beforehand for those who may need knowledge of what will then have
become the past. In our literate world a private individual whose affairs
are simple may keep no records except a bank pass-book and a few letters
and receipts, but a rich man may need muniment-rooms with a staff of
clerks. Businesses, even small businesses, are embarrassed to find room
for the records that accumulate in their offices. Government departments
and local authorities often employ trained archivists, who follow elaborate
regulations in deciding what to preserve and what to destroy among the
papers deposited with them. There are experts, whether professional
or belonging to voluntary societies, who give advice to firms on the
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selecting and preservation of their records and on the disposal of those
which deserve to survive but for which they have no room. Keepers of
records must understand difficult technical questions of registration and
storage and such considerations as safe custody and secrecy. But, in
spite of all this organisation and skill, the quantity of records increases
beyond the point where there is any prospect that any large proportion of
them will be useful. One after another new means of recording have been
called into use by the immediate needs of an increasingly complex society.
Shorthand, the typewriter, sound-recording, photography, and the cinema
all leave behind from the day’s work their heaps of material.

During the period, roughly the last sixty years, when this plethora
has spread from office to office all over the world the scope of historical
studies has been broadening. The numbers of those engaged in them has
multiplied many times; the variety of calls on their services has grown
equally quickly; they study more aspects of life and more periods; in
particular they have begun to examine the very recent past. The physical
multiplication of materials seems for these purposes to be a gain. If they
are hard to manage, co-operative research can apply the principle of the
division of labour. It is impossible to be sure that any piece of paper may
not supply the answer to some question which no one can foresee now, or
fill a gap in a picture which no one has yet wanted to draw. We therefore
constantly hear appeals for the preservation of records; but sooner or
later, and more cheaply and easily soon than late, enormous masses of
records must be destroyed. Recording has indeed reached a point at
which it can only with difficulty be made to serve the less immediate of
the purposes of the historian. It has even reached a peint where the mass
of records clogs the wheels of administration. Every day thousands of
committeemen sit down before piles of paper which they cannot read
through. However good their summaries and indexes and tables of
contents may be, superfluous thousands of words will prevent some of
them from reading the few words that matter. It has therefore become
a problem for administrators to find methods of limiting the output of
official papers, in other words of selecting records, for the short-term
purposes of current business rather than with an eye to the long-term needs
of historians. The same man sometimes exercises both kinds of selection as
he goes along. A statesman who intends to write his memoirs may keep
a file for tit-bits which might easily become submerged in the ocean of
a departmental registry. But the two kinds of selection, normally two
successive stages in winnowing, are essentially different even when they are
carried on simultaneously by one man.

Historians naturally try to ensure that their interests are considered
when any selection is made, and administrators may be willing or reluctant
to comply. In the same way they may or may not allow the students easy
access to the records once they are selected. For centuries past there have
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been classes of records which members of the public had a legal right to
consult for certain purposes: the wills of deceased persons are shown
because it is desirable that those entitled to benefit under them should
know their rights. The general public also has a legal right to know about
certain kinds of proceedings, for instance those in the British parliament.
This particular right was conceded after long and bitter disputes. The
modern States are the owners of the records which form the main data of
some of the social sciences; but they have only granted access to them on
their own terms. They have also asserted their rights of ownership over
official papers which have been carried away into private possession,
partly in order to provide themselves with the historical knowledge which
they may need, but partly also in order to withhold it from other States
or from individuals who may use it against them. Since in earlier times
they succeeded only imperfectly in maintaining control over the materials
to which they had a legal right, and since complementary materials were,
lawfully or unlawfully, in private ownership, it was a natural completion
of the opening of the public archives for States to encourage the opening of
private archives, for instance by having them catalogued and publishing
parts of their contents, and by controlling or subsidising libraries which
collected manuscripts. As historians thus came to know more about these
collections they applied to their owners for permission to work in them,
not always successfully. Every improvement of transport and photo-
graphy made access to documents physically easier and so made any
failure to see a document seem the more regrettable. At the same time,
since history has become the basis of the education of large numbers of
people, and a favourite way of studying and explaining public affairs, the
writing of history ranks as a public, or at least a socially valuable,
function, and it is inferred that the historian, as a servant of the public,
has a right of access to his materials,

The relation of historians to the State is so many-sided that this claim
to access is sometimes made by the State on their behalf, but in other cases
itis a claim of theirs against the State. It is almost a necessary consequence
of the nature of historical writing that all those who engage in a contest for
power or who attempt to control opinion should wish to be served by
historians. The Burgundian princes of the fifteenth century had official
chroniclers and official historiographers, the distinction being perhaps
between those who dealt with current and those who dealt with former
events. From the seventeenth century or earlier princes published large
extracts from their own records in order to enable historians to write
history. With the growth of popular education in the nineteenth century,
and with the increase in the size and cost of libraries and museums, States
applied their resources to maintaining huge institutions for research and
education. The enjoyment of works of art and of historical monuments
spread through all classes, and so access to historical materials has come
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to be claimed as part of a general claim of the public to enjoyments which
used to be denied or restricted by owners of property. This claim has
gathered strength when property-owners have made voluntary con-
cessions to it. The State has reinforced it and taken advantage of it by
extending its functions as a universal cataloguer and organiser of access.
The National Portrait Gallery collects information about all British
historical portraits; the National Register of Archives catalogues all
ancient documents, whoever owns them. Catalogues exist to be used;
they promote and assist the will to see the catalogued objects. Depart-
ments of State may make lists for their own use, as the Ordnance Survey
did of ancient cadastral maps, but once they are known to exist they can
scarcely be withheld from use for the wider purposes of research.

The desire of public authorities to survey and collect and use historical
information bearing on their functions thus stimulates the desire of
members of the public to look at it for themselves. This in turn is separated
by a very short distance from the demand of the public for knowledge of
the proceedings of government. There is a perpetual pulling and pushing
between journalists and elected representatives who want to unearth
buried treasure of information and men in office who want to work un-
disturbed. Most of the historians in the present-day Europe are either civil
servants of the State, like the professors in most of the continental uni-
versities, or members of universities which are subsidised and partly
controlled by the States; yet this subordination to the machinery of
organised society need not hamper their freedom as scholars. There are
infinite varieties in the pressure which society may exercise upon the
historian. It may be as crippling when it is exercised by a foundation or
a board of trustees or the highest authority in a self-governing university
as when it is exercised by a minister. Fortunately there are equally varied
and adaptable defences by which the historian can protect his right and
duty to seek and disseminate the truth. These are a social right and a
social duty: they cannot exist except in the context of other rights and
duties which also are valid. They may therefore be involved in conflicts
with other rights and other obligations. Freedom of thought, like any
other freedom, implies responsibility. It is sometimes right and it is
sometimes a duty for a statesman or an official or a private man to
maintain secrecy. The historian serves society by his judgment, and, as we
have seen, he cannot divest himself of his responsibility by acting like
a copying-machine and leaving it to others, his readers, to judge after he
has merely transcribed.

The social function of historians has always varied and will always vary
with the changing social scene; but there is always tension between the
historian’s standards in his craft and the demands of his readers. Whether
he writes for an individual patron, or for a government department or for
such members of the general public as he can induce to read his book, he
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must to some extent supply a demand. Even if this is merely a demand for
true information about a subject or true answers to questions, he must be
prepared to face the problem of the missionary, who must state his new
message at least in the old language, if not in the old thought-forms to
which his hearers are accustomed. The fewer of their beliefs he wishes to
challenge, the easier will be his task of transposition. When the original
Cambridge Modern History was planned it seemed to Acton that, without
challenging beliefs, it could be a ‘chart and compass for the coming
century’. The chart and the compass are products of science. They are
completely impersonal; the least element of bias or interested misrepre-
sentation would spoil them. So far the metaphor admirably expresses the
nature of modern history. But the navigator must understand something
of their scientific nature if he is to use these aids, and they will not decide
his destination for him. The metaphor does not show what corresponds to
his training and his sailing-orders if history or any other social science is
achart and compass. Half a century ago it was still natural for a European
thinker to assume that, in spite of their diversities, the states of the
civilised world were all more or less effectively controlled by educated
elements and in accordance with more or less generally accepted opinions
as to the ends of government. The idea of the social sciences, and in
particular of history, appropriate to this view was the ‘liberal”’ view that it
was a scale-reduction of the facts, with the necessary compass-like specific
interpretations. In our altered world this view is no longer tenable. Many
social scientists have found that they cannot pursue their inquiries unless
they discuss their purposes: they prepare charts but they also compare one
destination with another. For the historian the principle that his work is
the exercise of judgment implies that he may have to engage in the choice
of ends. If he accepts the limitations of the court historian, the patriotic
historian or the writer of any kind of commissioned or sponsored history,
he either renounces his function of judging or consciously proceeds on the
hypothesis, which he or his reader remains free to reject, that the end
prescribed by his employer is good. The historian may judge it to be his
duty to obey the law regarding the disclosure of the contents of the public
records. He may judge it to be his duty to disobey; but in either event he
forms a judgment. Whatever he conceals and whatever he discloses,
whether to the general public or to a government or an employer, what-
ever lines of investigation he follows and whatever lines he avoids, he is
making decisions in which society has an interest, actual or potential. If
there could be social knowledge entirely free from the factor of judgment,
then, on the one hand, there could be an impersonal and mechanistic
science of society and, on the other, an unqualified right to freedom in
constructing it. Social policy could then be separated from social science.
The division would be like that which, in some systems of government, is
supposed to distinguish policy from administration. The latter distinction
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is indeed often, if not always, conventional, arbitrary and illusory; the
former might well be like it in that too. It is outside our present scope to
discuss this question as it affects the social sciences in general, but so far as
history is concerned we may affirm that, if it is a science, it is a science of
values.

This new issue of the Cambridge Modern History has been planned
neither as a stepping-stone to definitive history, nor as an abstract or a
scale-reduction of all our knowledge of the period, but as a coherent body
of judgments true to the facts. Over a great part of the field its aims will
coincide with those which Lord Acton formulated for its predecessor; but
it is necessary to recede from one of Acton’s principles. He expected his
contributors to suppress or conceal their individual convictions, and we
know on the high authority of his pupil Dr Gooch that ‘he never wrote
or uttered a word as Regius Professor which revealed him as a member of
one church rather than another’.! In the triumphant phase of liberal
historiography this kind of impartiality seemed attainable; but even for
Acton there were limits to the application of the principle. In his central
concepts of freedom and progress he asserted opinions which were not
above controversy even then. With no weakened devotion to truth,
historians in our self-critical age are aware that there will not be general
agreement with their conclusions, nor even with some of the premisses
which they regard as self-evident. They must be content to set out their
own thought without reserve and to respect the differences which they
cannot eradicate.

In Lord Acton’s plan for the History there were some impressive and

characteristic sentences about the concept of general history.
Universal history [he wrote] is not the sum of all particular histories, and ought to
be contemplated, first, in its distinctive essence, as Renaissance, Reformation,
Religious Wars, Absolute Monarchy, Revolution, etc. The several countries may
or may not contribute to feed the main stream, and the distribution of matter must
be made accordingly. The history of nations that are off the line must not suffer; it
must be told as accurately as if the whole was divided into annals. But attention
ought not to be dispersed, by putting Portugal, Transylvania, Iceland, side by side
with France and Germany. I wish to speak of them when they are important, and
not, whether or not, according to date.

When a country first came into ‘the line’, as Russia did under Peter the
Great, there was to be ‘a sufficient and connected retrospect’ of its
former history; when one dropped out, as Venice did early in the
seventeenth century, there should be ‘a prospective sketch’. He acknow-
ledged that there would be difficulties in putting all this into practice, as
indeed proved to be the case when, after his untimely death, his plan was
executed by other hands; but his governing conception remains as that of
this second Cambridge Modern History. It has not indeed been possible

1 History and Historians in the Nineteenth Century, 2nd ed. (1913), p. 387.
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merely to revise the original fourteen volumes and bring them up to date.
Not only has research added much to our knowledge of almost every
country and period; new methods are applied and new questions are
asked. There are far more books in the English language about every
department of modern history than there were fifty years ago, so that the
new Modern History need not satisfy all the requirements which the old
tried to meet, but it can fulfil a more specific purpose as a standard general
history, adapted to the needs of study and teaching in our time.

The purpose is to set out the ascertained results of research into the
history of that ‘civilisation’ which, from the fifteenth century, spread
from its original European homes, assimilating extraneous elements as it
expanded, until it was more or less firmly planted in all parts of the world.
The civilisation is to be treated in all its aspects, political, economic, social,
‘cultural’ and religious. Whenever it is possible to combine these aspects,
or some of them, in a single presentation, this will be the plan; but there
will be no forced synthesis or artificial simplification. Where the different
factors are interdependent they will be brought together, and where they
are not, they will be treated separately. When there is a common process
affecting a number of states or nations, this will provide the theme; but
where necessary there will be separate chapters or sections for the affairs
of nations or groups of nations which diverge too markedly to be treated
along with others.

The History will not give separate continuous accounts of all the
separate states; it will neither be nor include a collection of separate
national histories bound together in the same covers. It will not try to
serve the purpose of a handbook to the history of each vernacular
literature or each regional school of art. Events which are international
will be dealt with from the international point of view. Thus each war will
be described as a whole: the battle of Waterloo will not be treated (apart
from minor allusions to it) three or four times over, as an event in the
history of France, of Great Britain, of Prussia and of the Netherlands.

The course of events will not be described without reference to the
structure of society. Thus the narratives of campaigns will be in close
relation to the accounts of the art of war, and of its usages and its social
and economic aspects. The history of diplomatic negotiations will be kept
in touch with the social forces behind them. There will be links between
the political narrative and the chapters on political thought: questions
like nationality, toleration and so forth will be handled not in the abstract
but so as to convey an idea of the changes in the actual foundations of
government.

The New Cambridge Modern History follows the precedent of the older
series in not giving footnote-references for the statements in the text except
on occasions when they seem to be specially called for. This is a well-
established practice in works which give brief surveys of very wide fields,
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but another difference between the old series and the new, not unrelated to
this practice, should perhaps be mentioned here. Each volume of the old
series included bibliographies for the separate chapters, sometimes with
information about unpublished manuscript sources. These bibliographies
were not intended to show what authorities the writers of the chapters had
actually used; they were to serve as guides for students of the subjects.
They were so full, and at the same time they offered so little comment, that
they proved more useful to advanced students than to general readers or
beginners in research. That in the fourth volume, to take the extreme
example, occupies 161 pages and includes a full catalogue of Lord Acton’s
collection of pamphlets on the Thirty Years War, now in the University
Library at Cambridge. At the time when the Cambridge Modern History
was published there were comparatively few historical bibliographies in
the English language. It was still advisable to insist that compilations of
this kind were necessary tools for the historian. That is no longer the case.
So many bibliographies, general and special, are available that additions
to their number can only be justified if they are appropriate, both in their
contents and in the places where they appear, to specific needs. Many,
indeed the great majority, of those who read or consult a general history,
do not require such bibliographies as the older series presented. The
editors will consider, in the course of their work, what kinds of biblio-
graphical publication will best suit the needs of the present time; but it is
not intended that such matter should be contained within the covers of
this series of volumes.

Each volume is to cover roughly a chronological period, but the
divisions of time will not be rigid, for each volume will be a self-contained
whole, carrying each subject from a real beginning to a real halt. Within
the volumes the chapters are to be divided not chronologically but by
subjects. Within each chapter the author will decide whether to follow a
chronological or a systematic plan, or a combination of the two. The
writers of the separate chapters and the editors of the separate volumes
are not bound by detailed instructions but only by their agreement in the
guiding principles which have been stated here. They represent many
schools of thought and many specialised branches of research; but so
great is their common inheritance that they hope, by means of all this
diversity, to create an articulated history.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

the same time in Italy of a medium aevum separating the ancient

from the contemporary world were in themselves sufficient to
account for the subsequent adoption of the Renaissance as a turning-
point in the history of western society. Bacon claimed further that
printing, gunpowder and the magnet ‘have changed the whole face and
state of things throughout the world’. The political historians of the
nineteenth century, led by Ranke, saw in the late fifteenth and early
sixteenth centuries the emergence of phenomena regarded as character-
istically ‘modern’, nation-states, bureaucracy, secular values in public
policy, and a balance of power. On top of that came the acceptance in
Europe at large of the views of Burckhardt on the civilisation of the
Renaissance in Italy. First published in 1860, Burckhardt’s analysis gave
aesthetic and psychological conviction to the same attitude: the cultural
achievements at this time of the Italians form the pattern of western
values in the centuries to come. By 1900 the current view of the break
between modern and medieval had hardened into a pedagogical dogma,
and historians in each western nation had found a convenient date round
which to manipulate the universally accepted categories. For France the
invasion of Italy (1494), for Spain the union of the Crowns (1479), for
England the establishment of the Tudors (1485), for Germany the acces-
sion of Charles V (1519) were plausible and readily accepted lines of
demarcation.

Flaws in this imposing simplification have always been discernible.
Whatever was important in Italy, for instance, had happened before the
end of the fifteenth century, both in the fields of culture and politics; had
happened, indeed, long before 1453. If Dante may be relegated to the
Middle Ages, Petrarch cannot be, and in the Florence of the generation
of Coluccio Salutati (d. 1406) nearly all that was unique in the Italian
world had been adumbrated. Even in the northern world the old divisions
have lately come to be scrutinised more sceptically. In Germany one can
call Maximilian more irresponsible than his grandson, but in his attitude
to dynasticism or German patriotism and letters can one call him more
medieval? Are not Charles VII and Louis XI of France more modern
than Charles VIII or Francis I—in their attention to administration,
domination of the Church, repression of franchises? In England the con-
ventional importance of the battle of Bosworth has been disputed by
those who wish to see Thomas More (d. 1535) as the last representative
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of an ecumenical Christendom, by those who argue that Thomas Crom-
well inaugurated a profoundly new approach to government, and by
others who claim that the new monarchy begins not with the Tudors but
with the Yorkists.

Even more telling arguments have been advanced to throw doubt on
the importance of the older concepts. If the Renaissance ushers in the
modern world, we should find in it the roots of that most characteristic
feature of the modern world—a preoccupation with physical science. Yet
it can be shown that humanism neglected science; advances in this field
in the fifteenth century are confined to a handful of old-fashioned nomi-
nalists in Paris and Averroists in Padua. The architects of Renaissance
Italy were no better engineers than their Gothic predecessors: no wave of
mechanical inventions characterises the rebirth of learning. Ergo, because
there was no renaissance in the sciences at this time, there was no
Renaissance at all.! And as for the “discovery of the world and of man’,
with its realism and its consequent cynicism, its desire for ‘fame’ and its
cultivation of personal talent and virt2, what may we make of an Abelard,
a Jehan de Meung, a Commynes or the sculptors who took (from the
life) the sentimental virgins in Rhenish cathedrals or the botanical illus-
trations at Southwell Minster? Is not Le Petit Jehan de Saintré a more
astringent portrayal of a new society than anything in the Decameron?
Is not the painting of the van Eycks incomparably more concrete, prac-
tical, realistic than the dreamy, academic romanticism of Botticelli or the
learned allegories of his contemporaries in Italy? Burckhardt, besides at-
tributing unique discoveries to the Italians, attributed to them also unique
penalties—the darkly painted irreligion, cynicism and immorality which
he saw as the shadows of his bright world. Here, too, a glance at northern
Europe suggests qualifications: the brutality of the Visconti can be
paralleled in the Burgundian court; in the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies no fewer than four English kings (to descend no farther down
the social scale) were deposed and murdered by successful rivals and
another was killed in battle; the Borgias were Spaniards by origin, not
Italians.

As for the geographical discoveries of the Renaissance, there is now less
confidence that they were in any genuine sense a product of the new
thought of the period. A fresh interest in the text of Ptolemy may have
been influential—but less so, we may suppose, than the writings of
Marco Polo. The motives behind Portuguese exploration (ch. xv, 1) were,
to say the least, mixed; scientific cartography, a disinterested wish for
geographical knowledge were certainly there, but were equally certainly
subordinated to a programme determined by politics, religion and (in-

! Dana B. Durand, ‘Tradition and innovation in XV century Italy’, Journal of the
History of Ideas, v (1943), pp. I-20; Lynn Thorndike, ‘Renaissance or pre-Renaissance’,
ibid. pp. 65-74.
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creasingly) commercial advantage. Nor was the discovery of America
important at the time. It is, in fact, argued elsewhere in this volume
(ch. xv1) that the impact of the New World on Europe as a whole was not
marked until the Jast decade of the sixteenth century. The population of
Europe, recovering maybe from the demographic disasters of the four-
teenth century, was in no state to lend men to colonial activity; in view of
Ottoman pressure, the Conquistadores could ill be spared; the first effects
of the exploitation of America were due to the importation of gold and
silver, and upsetting they were for all but some lucky members of the
merchant class.

Nor can one accept uncritically the diffusion of interest in classical
antiquity and the revival of classical Latin as in themselves constituting
an unequivocal break with the past. The very remarkable spread of the
new scholarship is described below in some detail (ch. v) and if the names
of many of the érudits there assembled have all but fallen into oblivion,
sufficient of them remain as stars in the galaxy of western scholarship and
literature to make the era notable; while the cumulative effect of the
revival of letters was to produce an attitude to education the consequences
of which are with us today. One must, however, be chary of attributing
too much to the humanists, and particularly to the latter-day humanists.
Latin grammar was no novelty at the Renaissance: it was the only grammar
that had been taught for a thousand years in the West; and the methods
—indeed the text-books themselves—were for long the same. The new
grammar admittedly had a precision and an authority which were different
(and more difficult), and conversational dialogues gradually evicted dia-
lectic as the technical method of instruction. Texts of Latin authors
became purer; a greater range of authors was read; Cicero was viewed as
a man of affairs and not as a recluse, and Virgil ceased to be a magician;
a little Greek entered the curriculum of school and university and a hand-
ful of scholars turned to Hebrew. But just as to oppose these advances to
a static medievalism is to falsify them, so if one makes the diffusion of the
new Latin the sole criterion of a changed view of the world one neglects
what is, perhaps, the more significant aspect of the Renaissance outside
Italy—its reflection in vernacular literature (ch. v, 4). The Italians of the
quattrocento had, in fact, two admirations in literature, two groups of
‘classical’ models. Beside Cicero and Virgil we must set Dante, Petrarch
and Boccaccio. By the early sixteenth century Italian was the most
mature of the ‘modern’ languages and it was to be through the Italian
writers of the first half of the sixteenth century that northern Europe was
to acquire all that it could most easily digest in the moral qualities evolved
in the peninsula. It was in the vernacular that these were to be most
truly expressed. Castiglione’s Courtier was soon translated into the ver-
naculars; the serious works of Bruni or Valla naturally did not lend
themselves so readily to vulgarisation. It is in Rabelais rather than in
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Erasmus that we find most faithfully displayed most of the attitudes we
regard as essentially ‘Renaissance’.

New points of view and old points of view were broadcast during the
second half of the fifteenth century by printed books,! and this has often
been regarded as constituting a watershed in western history. But the
importance of the printing press is analogous to the discovery of America:
it took many generations to affect men in any material way. The books
printed by the early printers were the books manufactured by hand by the
scriveners, not only the writings of contemporary authors but the old
texts which were the established classics of education, science and literature.
‘ An analysis of the published output of the printers, who we must assume
knew something of the demands of the reading public, clearly demon-
strated that a great proportion of the surviving writings of the Middle
Ages were not only known but in current use and circulation contin-
uously till about 1600; though to a diminishing degree in the latter half
of the sixteenth century.’® Nor can it confidently be argued that it needed
printing to cure illiteracy. It is as clear that the invention of printing by
moveable type was the result of a rising demand for books as it is obvious
that the greater quantity of books thus made available encouraged literacy
still further. The number of schools multiplied everywhere in the fifteenth
century, a process which was not seriously interrupted (and then only for
a short time) by the Reformation; four times as many students were
attending German universities in 1500 as had been attending them in 1400
and by the end of the fifteenth century the majority were in the arts
faculties, did not complete even a first degree and came only to learn
what would now be taught in a secondary school. Thomas More estimated
that three out of five persons in the England of his day could read—a
soberingly high proportion, even if it is limited to reading as opposed to
writing and to London rather than the country as a whole, but one which
a few scraps of evidence suggest may have been almost as true a century
earlier.®

The criticisms advanced above do not, however, dispose of the ‘ Renais-
sance’. It is not sufficient to find in other periods evidence for behaviour
or institutions generally regarded as peculiar to a later age: one must also
determine the degree to which particular attitudes flourished at any given
moment. Viewed in this way there is no doubt that Abélard, for instance,
is an exceptional figure in the twelfth-century scene; the cultivation of
personality is rare and intermittent before the Renaissance. And so with
other fields of human activity. What is termed below in connection with

1 A brief discussion of the rise of printing will be found in vol. 11 of this History, ch. xu.

* E. P. Goldschmidt, Medieval Texts and their First Appearance in Print (Bibliographical
Society of London, 1943), p. 2.

* Sylvia Thrupp, The Merchant Class of Medieval London (Chicago, 1948), pp. 156-8;
and in general J. W. Adamson, The llliterate Anglo-Saxon (1946), ch. 11
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architecture an ‘anthropometric’ view (p. 129) cannot be denied to the
Renaissance in Italy as a whole and to its later manifestations elsewhere
in Europe. This measurement of problems, aesthetic and moral, by a
scale of human achievement, was admittedly not as ‘pagan’ as many (for
example Burckhardt) have supposed: it was, indeed, characteristic of the
most religious phase of all in Italy—the Platonic and Neoplatonic thought
of Florence at the end of the fifteenth century; it assumed that man’s
intellectual and his physical proportions were part of the divine structure
of the universe. Furthermore, the rapidity with which Italian educational,
economic, artistic, and political inventions were communicated to trans-
Alpine countries suggests that forces were at work outside Italy which
justify extending the term Renaissance to Europe as a whole; the peoples
of the peninsula, and in particular of the centre and north, were, in this
sense, pioneers exploring territories which were to be occupied by the
French, the Germans and the rest in the course of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.

Aside, however, from these subjective categories, the period covered by
this volume had for contemporaries a natural coherence and inevitability
which it is also the historian’s duty to analyse. In certain spheres of
public life developments were on foot which were both regarded as im-
portant at the time and were to be significant in the retrospect of later
ages. The gradual recovery of Europe from the disastrous economic
regression of the fourteenth century is clearly central, but the chronology
of this is doubtful as yet and its effects on agrarian and commercial life
cannot therefore be briefly discussed (chs. m, xvi). Another matter of
common concern was the exploration and occupation of the New World
by ‘professional’ explorers, soldiers and sailors: it is sufficient to call
attention to the discussion of this below (chs. xv, xvi). Four charac-
teristic aspects of the period are, however, worth examining further both
for their inherent interest and because they are discussed in more than
one of the following chapters. These are: the consolidation of princely
government and the decline of rivals to monarchy; the final emergence of
a pattern of international relationships based on dynasticism; the pro-
gressive instability in, and the loss in ecumenical authority of, the Church;
and the growth of novel spiritual attitudes, both secular and religious. -
These points are further examined in what follows.

Medieval treatises on government dealt with what kings should do in
order to be good. Commynes in his Mémoires (finished by 1498, first
published 1524) and Machiavelli in his Prince (written 1513, published
1532) tried to deal with something different, what kings found it most
advantageous to do in order to be effective rulers. The notion that efficient
government was as worthy of investigation as the moral principles
of Christian dominion naturally took time to develop, for it involved
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abandoning sentiments inculcated in the most influential books and pulpits
for a thousand years, sentiments, moreover, which had been in complete
sympathy with the decentralised, feudal society of the early Middle Ages:
a Machiavelli or a Commynes would have been inconceivable if there had
not been for several generations, and over much of Europe, practical
demonstrations of the thesis which they were to expound. The experience
they were digesting was, of course, vividly illuminated by contempora-
neous events, but these served merely to confirm the past, not to deny it.
In France, England and Italy in particular relatively strong kings re-
peatedly emerge from the late thirteenth century onwards: Edward I,
Edward 1V, Richard III in England; Philip IV, Charles V, Charles VII,
Louis XTI in France; in Italy, let alone the precocious government of
Frederick IT in Naples before 1250, the ‘tyrannies’ of more than local
significance of the Este at Ferrara, the della Scala at Verona and the
Visconti at Milan. These periods of active monarchy are, of course, not
without moments of weakness due to the resentment and obstruction of
a class of magnates for whom the situation represented decline; the strong
kings of France and England had to face internal trouble; and between
times of strong government came long and debilitating periods of re-
cession, as in England under Edward II and Henry VI, or in France for
nearly two generations after 1392. Even within a single reign monarchical
power could fluctuate enormously; Richard II of England and Charles VII
of France must figure both as effective and as ineffective rulers. In
Italy an even more precarious situation existed : the Visconti, for instance,
faced not only disintegrating forces from within, but a slowly hardening
resistance from Venice and Florence. Yet as the fifteenth century proceeds
the momentum of monarchy noticeably increases. From the 1460’s in
both England and France the structure of government, one might say, is
no longer in doubt: the coups d’érat in England from 14835 already
appear as exceptional, just as the War of the Common Weal (1465) seems
painfully anachronistic. The reason for this is in part the evolution of
government machinery.

Spain offers a singular example of these processes at work. The penin-
sula had a long tradition of divided races, divided governments and
divided languages, the expression of the divisions imposed by its moun-
tainous geography. In spite of these factors Aragon (itself a three-fold
country where Catalonia, Valencia and Aragon itself were often drawn in
contrary directions) was joined with Castile by the marriage of Ferdinand
and Isabella. Alone the marriage might not have effected a permanent
union; that it did so was partly accidental (ch. x1). But the consciously
aggressive policy of the Catholic kings also played a part: the conquest of
Granada and later the occupation of Navarre; a resolute and skilful
control over the military orders and the Church in general; a firm in-
sistence on central organs of government as against provincial cortes. In
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both Castile and Aragon the royal councils were professionalised and
largely staffed by lawyers; to them were added the councils of the In-
quisition, of finance, of the military orders, of the Hermandad. Such a
- structure could be expanded as the need arose, as when the council of
the Indies hived off from the royal council of Castile. Local government
was provided for by viceroys, by a careful control of municipal politics
through the corregidor appointed to the council of each Castilian city
after 1480, and, in the countryside, by lending royal authority for a time
to the Hermandad.

In France and in England the Crown had embarked earlier on the
extension of its powers so that parallel developments there do not appear
so striking. Yet the late fifteenth century in both countries ushered in an
era of self-conscious royal activity which was critical. This is the period in
France (ch. x) which saw the Estates General sink finally into moribund
insignificance, when the standing army achieved coherence, when king
and ministers even went beyond the Gallican position of the Pragmatic
Sanction of Bourges (1438) in their determination to master the Church.
The hazardous policy of the appanages was triumphantly justified as they
fell in to the Crown, working concerns modelled on the royal system at
the centre, capable of rapid integration into a hierarchy of provincial
administration depending as never before on the king. Taxation was largely
a matter of royal discretion. In England administrative reforms were
also in the air, great islands of immunity and privilege were being joined
to the monarchical mainland: the northern borders are no longer a Percy
preserve; the sanctuaries crumble; and by avoiding foreign war the Crown
acquires a financial independence no less significant than that of the
French sovereigns, and one less dangerous for further constitutional
development. The English parliament, unlike the Estates General in
France, survives and grows as an instrument of royal government. As in
Spain, so in France and England the conciliar structure develops and the
royal secretaries begin to take the place of older officials of the Crown.

Events in the political evolution of Germany and Italy are usually
contrasted with those in the monarchical countries touched on above.
Italy had her Prince only in the pages of Machiavelli. With the French
invasion of Italy (ch. xm), above all with the union of Spain, the Empire,
Naples and Sicily under Charles V, the peninsula entered a period
of foreign intervention which effectively stopped any native process of
unification, and which ensured for the next 350 years the existence of
half a dozen principalities and the decaying republic of Venice. As for
Germany, the efforts at reform of the imperial constitution undertaken
in the reign of Maximilian (ch. viI) were as ineffective as those which had
been attempted by earlier emperors and as those which were to be tried
by Charles V. There was a German empire; a few tenuous institutions,
like the Reichskammergericht, were instituted; a diet survived usually as
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the focal point of disagreement and opposition. These were factors which
kept alive a sense of German unity. But there was virtually no imperial
army, no imperial taxation, and no imperial church.

At a level below that of the national monarchy, however, the emergence
of the prince was as rapid as it was in the countries of the Atlantic sea-
board. This may be less clear in Italy, where the Papacy had an elaborate
administration but a policy which suffered a revolution after every con-
clave, and where the shadow of Habsburg and Valois lay across every
palace. But it is not obscure in Germany. There a few great houses and
a number of smaller ones were consolidating their power despite the
emperor, the towns and the knights. The Habsburgs may have been in-
effective in ruling Germany as a whole, but even Maximilian was a
respected and aggressive prince as far as his Austrian and other dynastic
domains were concerned (p. 219). In Germany notably, and to a lesser
degree elsewhere, the precepts of civil law did much to buttress the prince,
whose feudal rights and duties were now prudently reserved for his
relations with the emperor (p. 198): the king of the Romans benefited
not at all from this reception of the Roman law; like the Italian town of
the post-glossators, the German potentate was sibi princeps.

It is customary to ascribe the absence of effective resistance to the
monarchy in France and England to the consequences of fifteenth-century
foreign and civil war. There is much truth in this. The magnates of both
countries suffered seriously in wealth and in blood: in England the Wars
of the Roses doubled the natural rate at which noble families were
extinguished. Aside from these catastrophes, however, there were at
work pressures which made the peer more amenable to the Crown than
he had been of old. Though land was still the possession most coveted by
all classes, great territorial possessions by the early sixteenth century did
not alone confer political and economic security or social prestige. Cash
and influence were both more readily secured by a courtier than a grandee
living in a remote castle, and the courts of England, France and Spain
were thronged by the greatest men in the land. Pensions, commands,
offices flowed from the king; to be near the fountain of honour put a
magnate in a favourable position for helping his clients in their ambitions,
in return for their support, material and moral. In France and Spain
nobility conferred immunity to taxation and the doctrine was encouraged
which justified the gentleman’s fiscal privilege by his military service.
And in gravitating to the royal army the noblesse de I’épeé were still further
strengthening the hands of the king and thus indirectly lightening the
bonds of other classes in society.

The prevailing trend to monarchial absolutism which distinguished wes-
tern Europe at this time is far from being characteristic of eastern Europe
(ch. xmm). The internal politics of Poland, Hungary and Bohemia are the
very opposite of monarchical. In each country the sovereign was more or
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less in a state of subservience to the nobles—a numerous class in both
Poland and Hungary, and one in which the minor nobles found it possible
to consolidate their position. Even in Bohemia, ‘in all but name, an
aristocratic republic’ (p. 390), the knightly class made an effort to share
power with the few great families who formed an hereditary and superior
caste. Though not legally separated from the lesser nobles, the great
magnates of both Poland and Hungary formed the dominating cliques
which strove to exploit the dwindling resources of the Crown. In all these
countries a depression in the status of towns and peasantry is very marked,
and again contrasts with western developments.

Two countries on the eastern perimeter of Europe were, in their very
different ways, more akin in political tone to the West than the states
just mentioned. Russia was emerging as a state in which the princes of
Moscow were to endure no rivals (pp. 368-70). And on the ruins of Byzan-
tium the Ottoman Turks (ch. x1v) were developing an autocracy, which
(like the Russian) owed a good deal to the example of the expropriated
empire of East Rome. Many a western prince must have envied a ruler
who was legally empowered to execute his rivals at his accession (p. 396).

In two areas of the West the pattern of strong government was absent
or less evident: Switzerland and the Low Countries. The Swiss at this
period were at the apogee of their brief military supremacy. Regarded
with distaste by gentlemen who disliked their tactics while learning from
them, and by humanists who looked upon them as the very essence of all
the worst vices—bloodthirstiness, covetousness and barbarism, the Swiss
were not yet aware of the uniqueness of their political institutions. As for
the Low Countries (ch. vi), where within a century a second republic was
to emerge, the ghost of the Burgundian State, with its confused traditions
of regionalism and centralisation, its growing oligarchy and the shift in
economic importance from Flanders northwards to Holland, also con-
cealed the importance of those constitutional checks on the prince which
were to be significant in the future. Republicanism had, in fact, a slender
enough basis in theory in a Europe where only in Italy was there any
awareness of its political justification. And even in Italy the romantic and
futile gestures in this direction (p. 97) were inspired rather by literature
than by an active interest in political reform. Only Venice was to survive
in the end as an independent republic, and the Venetian oligarchy of
‘noblemen’ offered no programme to the bourgeoisie of the North.

Kings had become masters of their kingdoms. As a result, dynasticism
determined the pattern of international relations. In a sense this was not
new, for the feudal king had furthered his interests in the main by
marriage: the Angevin ‘empire’ was an accidental product of this; the
interlocking princely families of Scandinavia and East Europe, the Luxem-
burg emperors, the kings of Castile, Aragon and Portugal all provide
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many medieval examples. But in France and England royal marriages
were normally not calculated to produce major political changes, at any
rate before the marriage of Henry V and Catherine in 1420: it was rather
the magnates who followed this line as a means of advancement—the
Angevins in Naples, Orleans in Milan, Gaunt in Spain and Gloucester in
Hainault. The carefully contrived Habsburg alliances changed all this.
In so far as one can plan anything which depends on the hazards of
heredity, one can say that the empire of Charles V was deliberately
created: it was the result of one of those double marriages (Philip to
Juana, Margaret of Austria to the Infante, 1496-7) which distinguished
the house of Habsburg (p. 341). By the end of the period with which this
volume deals, Maximilian’s grandson was ruler of the Netherlands,
Spain, Germany, part of Italy, and part of the New World. Soon Valois
and Habsburgs were seeking further marriages to consolidate their rival
positions and the whole network of sixteenth-century diplomacy was to
turn on the results. While these relationships dominated European politics,
others, different in scale but not in kind, were produced by the marriage
of Margaret Tudor to King James IV of Scotland (1503).

This is all well-known. It gave scope for the development of those
instruments of international political contacts—ever-growing diplomatic
machinery, armies which were increasingly professional—which are so
pronounced a feature of sixteenth-century history. The ambassador is still
often a prince or prelate specially sent to seek an alliance or conclude a
treaty; but the shabbier residents grow more numerous, and the volume
of diplomatic despatches which survives from the fifteenth century is very
large (ch. x). Italian experience set the pace in the evolution of diplo-
matic technique. And it is only in Italy that we meet the professional
general before the sixteenth century. Thereafter the armies of the Powers,
increasingly composed of infantry not cavalry, and with artillery becoming
more important, were entrusted to experts whenever possible.

Although the reality of politics was princely aggrandisement, the ruins
of Christendom can be descried behind the rising walls of Europe. The
Crusade was dead but its name and some of its magic lived on. Until
1492, when Granada fell, the crusade had some meaning in Spain; defence
against the Ottoman Turk was equally a genuine problem in the Balkans
and East Europe. But in the West the invocation of a ‘crusade’ was only
a preliminary to more immediate depredation. From the pope down-
wards, Christian kings were prepared to come to terms—at any rate over
short term issues—with the infidel. Most statesmen must in their hearts
have accepted as properly detached, Commynes’s approving references to
the ‘saige et vaillant” Mehemmed II.! Though Christians affected to be
shocked, there was nothing inherently surprising in the acceptance by
Innocent VIII of a pension from the sultan in 1490 (p. 78).

} Mémoires, ed. Calmette, vol. 11, p. 337.
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Chief symbol of the rise of Christendom, the pope was now a symbol
of its decline. The panoply of universal monarchy hung awkwardly on
the shoulders of Alexander VI and Julius II. Their policies were princely,
not to say dynastic, and limited to Italy. This kind of behaviour in a pope
roused contempt and indignation in northern Europe. Erasmus’s Julius
Exclusus (1513), directed specifically at Julius II, held its accusing finger
at all popes of the time: ‘nunc regnum est ac tyrannis’.* For this state of
affairs the character of individual popes was in part responsible. But
even more was due to processes which were divorcing the Papacy from
the Church, compelling popes to become princelings. These processes
were all intimately interconnected, but for convenience they may be
considered under three heads: the internal disintegration of the Church,
the rise of national churches, and the pressure by the laity on the landed
endowments of the clergy.

By the internal disintegration of the Church is meant the decline in
uniformity of obedience which characterises the fifteenth century. For
this the schism of 1378 was only partly responsible, though the effects of
that were grave. The existence of rival hierarchies split the international
religious orders, which were already showing fissiparous tendencies. The
credit of the cardinals, who had caused the schism, was permanently
lowered, for far from mending their position at Pisa and Constance, they
recreated a Papacy determined at all costs to prevent them ever again
assuming power. Above all, as a result of the schism and its aftermath
the popes of the fifteenth century were terrified of councils. At Constance
decrees, which, to all appearances, received a papal confirmation, laid
down both the supremacy of general councils and the machinery by which
they were to be summoned every ten years. It became the consistent
policy of Eugenius IV (who had to endure the Council of Basle) and his
successors both to prevent the actual summoning of councils and posi-
tively to affirm that the doctrine of conciliar supremacy was anathema.
The Lateran Council of 1512 was held solely to counteract the French-
sponsored ‘conciliabulum’ of Pisa (ch. v).

This refusal to hold a general council, in which the reform of the Church
could be undertaken, resulted in the further development of heresy, near-
heresy and indifference. It may be suspected that the problem of real
heresy was the least important. Heresy had been endemic in parts of
western Europe from the twelfth century, but the Church had at least
contained it, where it had not wiped it out altogether. The heresies of the
fourteenth century met a similar fate: the Lollards were (after 1417)
restricted to a handful of uninfluential Englishmen; the Hussites, though
important in Bohemia, were no threat to Christendom generally. The
popular mysticism which coloured so much trans-Alpine thought in the
fifteenth century was a far more insidious danger to religious uniformity.

1 Opuscula, ed. Ferguson, p. 83.
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Groups of mystical associates, beghards and beguines, were particularly
numerous in western Germany and the Low Countries; sometimes they
were encouraged by the local ordinary, sometimes they were persecuted.
The laity who more and more took the lead in such associations were
largely urban, and shared that traditional hostility to the religious to
which literary sources are a regular witness, from the Decameron and the
Canterbury Tales to the Cent Nouvelles Nouvelles and the Colloquies
of Erasmus. The more serious critics, from Gerson onwards, com-
bined personal devotion with a contempt for much of organised religion
which gave a lead to those anxious to make trouble for monks and
friars. To this kind of criticism only an impeccable and industrious
Papacy could have answered. The popes after Pius II stimulated suspi-
cions which could only be dispelled by conciliar methods they would not
countenance.

The emergence of national churches was naturally encouraged by the
weakness of the Papacy. Even before the fourteenth century princes had
been disinclined to allow the Church the liberties it demanded. Prelates
were royal nominees wherever and whenever kings were powerful. In
the later Middle Ages some control over the Church in their dominions
passed even to relatively minor rulers, while the greater sovereigns of
Europe pursued ecclesiastical policies which enabled them to become
masters of their clergy. The history of the English kings’ truculent attitude
to the clergy during the whole course of the fourteenth century is familiar:
it was justified then by the Papacy being at Avignon, but it continued in
even more marked fashion after the schism ended in 1417. The concordat
of the English nation with the Papacy after Constance was a formal
document, the real basis of royal power being the statutes of Provisors
and Praemunire as re-enacted by Richard II’s government. In France the
concordat was a genuine reflection of a monarchy asserting its control
over the Church. The adoption by the French clergy of the anti-papal
legislation of the Council of Basle (Pragmatic Sanction of Bourges, 1438)
was merely the first explicit formulation of regalian as against papal
rights over the French Church. Later kings were able to modify it; and
Louis XII in particular had to temporise for a while (p. 302); but whatever
the outward promises of the king to the pope may have been, his practical
mastery over the Church was not in doubt. The most remarkable example
of royal power in the ecclesiastical field was, of course, the Inquisition in
Spain (1478) which put at the disposal, not of the Church but of the
Crown, an instrument which was both efficient as a control over opinion
and as a promoter of unification, and also highly profitable (p. 336).

Nowhere were these developments more congenial than in Germany.
There a prolonged hatred of popes was a sentiment that occasionally
could even bind the emperors and the princes together. The Germans,
both lay and ecclesiastical rulers, were naturally amongst the warmest
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supporters of the conciliar reform programme, which promised them the
greatest possible independence in ecclesiastical matters. Here (as in the
case of the reception of Roman law) the conciliarism of the Germans
redounded to the advantage of the prince, not the emperor. As many of
the German prelates were also temporal rulers (p. 195), their attitude is
hardly to be distinguished from that of the secular princes, to whom they
were frequently related; indeed, the bishops had even more to gain than
the lay lords from a reduction in papal power.

On the basis of a church locally controlled by the prince ecclesiastical
politics were naturally often conducted provincially with a cynical am-
bition truly papal in extent. The career of Cardinal d’Amboise, which istold
elsewhere in this volume (pp. 302-3) is significant. It was logical that his
plunder of the Church should lead on to his desire to become pope and to
his being given the consolation of a legatine commission: Wolsey’s story
in the next generation was to be not dissimilar. Equally significant of the
future was Maximilian’s naive plan to occupy the throne of St Peter in 1511,
during the illness of Julius II (p. 215). It was, indeed, bizarre, but had it
been conceived on a national level it would have merely anticipated
Henry VIIT’s action when he became ‘Supreme Head on Earth’.

The aspect of papal policy which most disturbed the trans-Alpine
Christian was financial. That hardly any money was going to the Curia
from England, and not much from other non-Italian provinces of the
Church, was beside the point; indulgences were growing in importance
if more regular sources of revenue were in decline (p. 87); and any pay-
ment at all roused passions which were deep and found in all branches of
society. Papal ‘fiscality’ was unendurable because of the wealth of the
Church and the desire of the laity to recover, or at any rate share in, the
enjoyment of the vast endowments which lay in mortmain. Legislation
against mortmain is found practically everywhere in the later Middle Ages.
And so are devices by which the laity participated in the landed wealth
of the Church: stewardships, wardenships, corrodies, pensions of all
kinds were awarded to the laity by the possessioners. Even more sig-
nificant was the extensive use in certain areas of grants in commendam to
persons who were not in any true sense religious, and the promotion to
high ecclesiastical office of the children of great men. In Scotland the
illegitimate progeny of the Stewarts occupied archbishoprics, bishoprics
and abbeys: sometimes papal compliance impressed even the royal
impetrant, as when James I'V himself described as ‘a hard matter scarcely
to be hoped for’ the successful promotion of his eleven year old illegiti-
mate son Alexander to the archbishopric of St Andrews in 1504. Under
the successors of James IV the spoliation of the Scottish Church by
the royal family and the magnates continued unabated, and when the

1 Letters of James IV 1505-13, ed. R. K. Hannay, R. L. Mackie A. Spilman (Scot.
Hist. Soc. 1953), p. xxxvi,
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Reformation came to Scotland there was no need formally to dissolve the
monasteries: there were in practice no monasteries left to dissolve.

The confiscation of church lands in Scotland was the work of king and
pope acting in collusion. In Italy it was no less thorough and no less
‘legal’, though it was accomplished in a different way. The astonishing
conveyance of lands from clergy to laity in northern Italy was a long
process.! The clergy there were cruelly taxed—by pope, towns and tyrants;
they were further impoverished by commendation; they were ill-placed
to take advantage of the opportunities of improving their estates; the
rapid devaluation of the currency after 1300 put them in an even worse
position. When these pressures began to be obtrusive a great deal of land
was already leased out, much of it at a low rent to creditors, potentes,
relatives of the abbot, who were able to sublet at an advantageous rate,
In the mid-fifteenth century the ‘pillage of ecclesiastical property went to
unheard-of lengths’; profits of sub-letting now ran as high as 700 per cent
and were far more certain as well as larger than the profits of trade.
Leases of this kind (fictalicia) were for a fixed period; but the Church had
to reimburse the tenant for improvements effected during the tenancy or
else renew on the same disadvantageous terms (eodem ficto); as the
Church could not in practice compensate the tenant, the second alternative
was adopted so that, though on paper still a vast landed proprietor, the
Church drew no profits from her estates. The final stage came when the
favoured tenant (fictabilis) was allowed, first of all a perpetual lease at a
higher rent, and then the right of enjoying the estate pleno iure if he
provided in exchange the equivalent value, not extent, of land. Hence
great estates, which the impoverished Church could not maintain in
good condition, passed into lay hands in return for small ones. The new
style of architecture and ecclesiastical decoration which became de rigueur
as the fifteenth century progressed has left many monuments of lasting
value, but it is no indication of the wealth of the Church, for it was often
financed by selling lands and by neglecting the upkeep of the remaining
property.? In northern Italy by the mid-sixteenth century the Church was
proprietor of only 10 per cent or 15 per cent of the land, compared with a
holding in the south of 65 per cent or 70 per cent. At least one motive
for a reformation of the Church was thus largely absent in Italy.

The period covered by this volume saw the first real contacts between
the Renaissance in Italy and the northern world (chs. 1, v, vi). The delay
in the effective diffusion of the attitudes associated with Italian thought
from Petrarch to Leonardo Bruni is a matter which has properly received
much attention in recent years. Where so much in the north seems dis-

1 C. M. Cipolla, ‘Comment s’est perdue la propriété ecclésiastique dans I'Italie du Nord

entre le XI et le XVI siécle’, Annales, 11 (Paris, 1947), 317-27.
* Cipolla, p. 323 1.
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posed to a reception of humanism—the bourgeois values of the Low
Countries, the progress to realism in much of northern art, a hostility
among some mystics to the pedantries of the schoolmen—it seems odd
that there is no humanism to speak of in fifteenth-century England (p. 55),
hardly any in France and in Germany little till the end of the century.
What the north for long saw in the trecento and quattrocento was only
the integument of humanism, not its spirit: a fondness for Latinising and
for classical motifs, not an understanding of the moral values of antiquity
which had inspired the main humanists in the peninsula. There were,
however, good reasons for this slowness in apprehending the Italian
world.

At the material level, Italy had a wealth which was great by comparison
with the north and which was predominantly urban. An interest in art,
literature and moral philosophy needs ample resources to develop and
in northern Europe these were tied up more closely than in Italy with a
conservative Church; theology dominated the universities of France, Eng-
land and Germany, but was practically absent in the universities of Italy.
There had always been a homogeneity about Tuscan and Lombard
society which contrasted with the feudal North: the magnates were town-
dwellers and, despite Guelf and Ghibelline political traditions, the grandi
lived the same life as the grassi; even the tyrants of the fourteenth century
were urban in origin, and shared to a great extent the values of their
subjects. In taste and inclination the Italian prince was very different
from the ruler of the north; equally the republics of Italy were different
from the Flemish or German towns.

Nevertheless the humanist in Italy must not be regarded as an immutable
type reflecting a unified society. One difficulty in seizing on Italian values
was that they were by no means consistent: the humanist could speak
with several voices. Petrarch had been essentially a product of an exile
from Florence spent in the courts of the northern tyrants: his attitude to
letters was one of detachment. Only in an otium provided most easily by
a princely patron could the man of letters fulfil his appointed task. This
attitude could have its political complications, for the disciples of Pet-
rarch at Milan argued that Italy itself was only to be saved by the inter-
vention of their Visconti master. At Florence republicanism gradually
emerged, very much as the result of the threat of Giangaleazzo Visconti,
so it has been argued.! Whatever its causes, the attitude of Bruni was
diametrically opposed to that of Petrarch on other issues besides that of
republicanism. For Bruni rejected Petrarch’s whole attitude to the active
life, accepted Cicero’s political activity as a fulfilment, not a negation, of
his moral teaching, and regarded Dante—head of a family and politician

! Hans Baron, The Crisis of the Early Italian Renaissance, 2 vols. (Princeton, 1955). See
the bibliographical references in vol. i1 and especially Dr Baron’s other writings in History,
Speculum, and Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, all for 1938.
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as well as poet and philosopher—as an ideal citizen. Soon the Florentine
circle of humanists was to take the even more surprising step of challen-
ging the condemnation of wealth and establishing the doctrine that
poverty was not the only way of appearing virtuous in the eyes of God.
‘We may choose to regard these developments as characteristic of the
Renaissance in Italy, because they are sympathetic to our own outlook.
But they never lacked critics in Italy at the time. There was, for example,
always a princely tradition as well as a republican one: because Michel-
angelo idealised Brutus when Dante had put him in the nethermost pit,
we should not therefore assume that Caesar had no devotees. Indeed, the
Italian who reflected on the political needs of his country was forced into
the uncomfortable position of advocating what seem contradictory poli-
cies: Machiavelli is a republican and an advocate of strong monarchy at
the same time, a republican for Florence, and for Italy an impassioned
defender of the Prince.

By the time of Machiavelli we thus have some sort of junction in the
opposing traditions in Italian political thought. Such an amalgamation
took place in Italian thought in general in the late fifteenth century, It
entered, as we read below (p. 69), upon a religious phase in the late
fifteenth century, when Platonic and neo-Platonic ideas began to attract
attention. Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola tried to find a
synthesis, far broader than earlier Italian humanism had been capable of,
for aspirations towards that ‘wisdom’ which had often in earlier days
been lost sight of in ‘eloquence’. That Pico did not even try to meet the
demands of contemporary good Latin style indicates how far this syn-
cretism was taken, and puts latter-day humanism into as contradictory a
position (viewed in the light of previous scholarship in Italy) as that
found in Machiavelli. Such a religious preoccupation was, it must be
added, not solely found in the Florentine circle. The humanist was not a
pagan: nor was the Italian artist. We read elsewhere in this book (p. 135)
that there is truth in the Michelet-Burckhardt ‘thesis of the “discovery of
man” in the age of the Renaissance, but it is man conscious of his
individual role in the great plan of redemption’; in its theological im-
plications Michelangelo’s ceiling in the Sistine chapel is of ‘unequalled
profundity’ (p. 139).

Looked at merely from the viewpoint of patronage, a stage had again
been reached in Italy where contrary tendencies were drawing together.
The earlier patrons of literature and the arts demanded works diverse in
range and even opposed in spirit; the court of the Visconti, the merchants
of Florence, the friars of Assisi had very different tastes. The late fifteenth
century saw Medici influence dominant in Florence, and soon it was to
be dominant also in Rome and in the Church. The courts of Italy, small
ones like Montefeltro Urbino, and the largest one of all in Leonine Rome,
talked a common language, the ‘illustrious Italian’, and patronised the
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same craftsmen and scholars in much the same mood: an ‘inter-Italian
medium’ in architecture (p. 131) and Ciceronianism in scholarship are
signs of the new uniformity.

Northern Europe meanwhile had acquired time to expand and to
experiment. The early fifteenth century had been a period when lavish
patronage had hardly been possible in England, France or Spain: the
duke of Gloucester and the duke of Berri are far more important as
patrons than their kings; but the only northern magnates who really had
time and money for the graces of life were the dukes of Burgundy, so
long as they could trim economically between the English and the French.
By the end of the century, however, England and Spain were under
centralising monarchies anxious to impress the outside world, and France
was engaged on that invasion of Italy which was to produce, in the
cultural field, an occupation of France by the ideas and attitudes of Italy.
The adoption of much that Italy had to offer was easier than it had been:
the concentration of Italian civilisation in an atmosphere of princes and
their courts made it easy for northern princes and northern courts to
assimilate what had earlier proved inaccessible. The humanist became a
necessity to northern kings; Latin secretaries were needed for foreign
correspondence; men capable of rhetorical Latin were needed for em-
bassies; the humanist historian could put his country’s case before the
international world in what Camden, almost a century later, was still to
call the ‘universal language’. Called from Urbino or Rome, the Italian
artist or writer was more completely at home in England or France than
he had been two generations earlier. The northern scholar or painter who
visited the peninsula—and for both this was becoming a regular part of
their training (p. 155)—moved in an atmosphere not greatly different
from what he was used to at home.

Nowhere at first was the response to Italian values more rapid than in
Germany (p. 68). This was somewhat paradoxical, for there hostility to
the Roman Church was strong and most of the country had an even
slenderer historical connection with Rome than Gaul, Britain or Spain.
Yet there were good reasons for it. The German vernacular presented
more difficulties for the writer than French or English, and all the attrac-
tions of humanist Latin, all the optimistic hopes of Italian educational
programmes, were correspondingly enhanced. Besides, the German king
had a traditional connection with the regnum Italicum; the reality of this
was dead, but it had a certain sentimental value, and Italian humanists of
the first rank, like Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, had taken service for a
time in Germany. More important perhaps were the interest of Germans
in the civil law, which took them to Bologna; the receptivity to new ideas
of the new universities; and the commercial relations of south Germany
with urban Italy: in Augsburg the burgesses were to be early patrons of
the new style in art (p. 156). Above all, the German humanist cultivated
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his past antiquities in the new Italianate manner and found, of course,
much in Tacitus’ Germania to give his interest in the classics something
of the patriotism which inspired Italian students. Maximilian actively
promoted these developments. Their best monument is Ulrich von Hutten’s
brief dialogue Arminius, in which the primacy of the German hero over
Alexander, Scipio, and Hannibal is asserted.

There were, however, aspects of the northern movement which are not
in any profound sense Italian or humanist (p. 64). From the most
significant of these derives the attraction exerted in certain quarters by
the ‘religious’ thought of late-fifteenth-century Italy. That this appealed
in different ways to Colet and Lefévre d’Etaples is not sufficient to make
the latter ‘humanists’ if the word is to be taken as meaning something
more than merely a synonym for scholar or man of devotion. Our study
of these men is clouded by the Reformation which so soon swamped their
particular kind of evangelism. We lack adequate biographies even, let
alone complete evaluations of their place in the world of ideas. It is,
however, abundantly clear that Colet was ‘an ascetic reformer of the type
of John Standonck and the Brothers of the Common Life, he was an
educator of importance, he was profoundly Christian; but he was not a
humanist’. Erasmus’s biographical letter to Jodocus Badius has misled
generations of critics. In fact Colet was utterly opposed to the kind of
docta pietas of the contemporary humanist, and the Augustinian sapientia
he revered excluded not only the contemptible logic of the schools, but
also the philosophers and the poets.® If this is humanism, then Thomas &
Kempis also must be enrolled among the humanists.

Erasmus’s position in relation to northern mysticism and evangelism
and to Italian humanism is central in all senses. More than any other
scholar he displays characteristics from both camps: like Holbein, who
made such fine portraits of him, his work has elements in it which are
Gothic and others which are Italian (p. 155). He represents all the opti-
mism of the southern tradition, its conviction that letters were the noblest
expression of a noble mind, its relish for eloquence. At the same time he
is desperately concerned with the reality of religion and the need to strip
it of all that can distract and confuse the devout. The revival of letters was
for him one aspect of the revival of Christianity; the republic of letters a
facet of the respublica Christiana; scholarship led to God. Nothing is more
instructive than the publication by Erasmus in 1505 of the Adnotationes
in Novum Testamentum of Lorenzo Valla. Valla, an enigmatic figure
certainly, but surely not an active Christian, had been preoccupied with
philology: for Erasmus the work was the prolegomena to a ‘Biblical
Humanism’ where philology was a servant, not a master (p. 115). This
approach, which owes as much to the nova devotio as it does to the revival

! See the important article by Eugene F. Rice, Jr., ‘John Colet and the annihilation of
the natural’, Harvard Theological Review, XLv (1952), Pp. 141-63.
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of letters, is sometimes to be discerned only with difficulty, for Erasmus
was also a writer, and his meanness, suspicion, cantankerousness are
often obtrusive, while his impulse to satire was often indulged in almost
for its own sake.

The Erasmus of the period covered by this volume could sting and tease
without qualms. The first twenty years of the sixteenth century is the
halcyon period of the northern Renaissance. Thereafter Luther and the
Roman Church could legitimately demand of Erasmus a plain yes or no.
His attempt to continue his via media after the Lutheran schism brings
into clear relief that doctrine of the ‘philosophy of Christ’ which was not
philosophy or theology as they were understood by his contemporaries:
a concept which not only offended the reformers, but which ‘could satisfy
neither Thomist rationalism, the fideism of Ockham, nor the intuitionism
of the mystics, and which was rejected by rationalists, fideists and mystics
at the Council of Trent’.! 1520 was, in fact, a key year.? The papal bull
Exsurge, Domine of June was a terrible blow to good letters as Erasmus
saw them and to the policy of conciliation he advocated: in December
Luther burnt the bull and this destroyed all chance of reason prevailing.
Dogma was thereafter the order of the day in both camps and the un-
dogmatic approach of Frasmus was condemned to isolation. The Renais-
sance made way for the Reformation.

* A. Renaudet, Erasme, sa pensée religieuse et son action. . .1518-21 (Bibliothéque de la
Revue Historique, Paris, 1926), p. 11.
® Ibid. pp. 87-103.
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CHAPTER II

THE FACE OF EUROPE ON THE EVE OF
THE GREAT DISCOVERIES

never forget that the country of which we read was a very different

country from that in which we live.” Lord Macaulay’s dictum is cer-
tainly true of Europe on the eve of the Great Discoveries. Could the
landscapes of that time be set before our eyes, we should find them very
different from those of today. The countryside, although tamed by the
pioneering activity of the Middle Ages, would still look wild to our eyes
—or much of it would. If the great forests had been reduced, much of
the marsh and heath still remained untouched. The medieval city had
risen to prominence, yet most of the towns and cities would appear small
to us, and their industrial and commercial activities limited.

But although much has changed, the bold facts of physical geography
have remained much the same. Europe is a peninsula of peninsulas; and
on either side of the great peninsula itself lie, and lay, the two maritime
worlds of the Mediterranean and of northern and western Europe, with
their contrasting histories and climates and commodities. Towards the
broad base of the peninsula, where it is attached to Asia, Europe loses
its identity. Vast plains replace the variety of mountain and lowland, and
the temperatures on these plains fall below freezing point for most of the
winter.

But the human geography of Europe in the fifteenth century must be
considered not only against the variety of its physical setting, but also in
the framework of its time. One of the most notable achievements of the
Middle Ages was the clearing and reclamation and draining by which the
countryside was tamed and transformed. But this great expansive move-
ment did not continue uninterruptedly right up to the dawn of modern
times. In places it slowed down; in some places it ceased; in yet other
places the frontiers of cultivation even retreated. Certainly over most of
the Continent, agricultural effort had passed its maximum by 1300, and
the great age of expanding arable was succeeded, in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, by one of stagnation and contraction. During the
hundred years between 1350 and 1450 the decline was especially marked.
What was true of agriculture was true of trade and mining and industry.
It was also true of town growth, although local fortunes complicated the
general picture. The causes for this recession are involved and obscure,
and among the agencies invoked to explain it are the destruction of war,
great pestilences, falling prices and a basic decline in population. Towards
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THE FACE OF EUROPE IN THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY

the end of the century there are signs of a recovery which was to lead on
to the new prosperity of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is
against this background of space and time that first the countrysides and
then the cities of Europe must be considered.

In the east, the triple division into coniferous forest, deciduous forest
and steppe reflected itself in ways of living. The deciduous area was the
home of the Muscovite State. Clearings in the land drained by the Oka,
the upper Volga and their tributaries provided an agricultural base for
the early principality of Muscovy, and gave it some advantage over the
other principalities of the deciduous lands; rye was the main crop, but
barley, oats and some wheat were also grown. From this centre, consoli-
dated by Ivan the Great (1462-1505), expansion to the north and south
was to create the Russian State of modern times.

Northwards to the White Sea stretched the coniferous forest, sparsely
peopled by Finnish and Lapp tribes, and providing a reservoir of fur—
sable, marten, fox and, of lesser value, beaver, squirrel and otter. Fur
led the traders northward and eastward along the great rivers, linked one
to another by portages. Along the White Sea shores, and elsewhere, salt
making was important; so were fishing, sealing and whaling. Agriculture
was subsidiary, except possibly along the upper courses of the Dvina
River. The trade of the area drained to Novgorod near the Baltic coast, a
Hanse centre and a market of high renown. Into the northern region
had come not only merchants but missionaries. Between 1340 and 1440
there had been a great development of monasticism, and the monks had
sought the untamed wilderness. Byelozero (founded in 1397) and Solo-
vetsky (founded in 1436) became important economic as well as cultural
centres. There were also other towns to the north of Moscow, e.g. Yaro-
slavl, Vologda, Rostovand Troitsa. All these were to gain a new importance
with the opening of the White Sea route to the west by Elizabethan
adventurers in 1553. By this time the subjection of Novgorod by Ivan the
Great in 1478 had brought her rough trading empire within the sphere of
Muscovy, and the new gains of the sixteenth century were to fall to
Moscow.

Southwards from Moscow lay the steppes. By the fifteenth century their
role as a passage-way from Asia was over. The last great nomadic horde
to ride across them was that of the Tartars in the thirteenth century, and
for over two centuries the Golden Horde of Kipchak were the over-
lords of their Russian neighbours to the north. But by the fifteenth
century dissensions had weakened the Horde, and in 1480 Ivan refused
to pay tribute. The way was now open for the colonists of his suc-
cessors to advance out of the forest into those steppelands described by
Gogol as ‘a green-yellow ocean, besprinkled with millions of spring
flowers’.
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The latter years of the fifteenth century, with the subjugation of Noy-
gorod in 1478 and the repulse of the Golden Horde in 1480, marked the
end of a chapter and the beginning of modern Russia. It was, in the
eighteenth century, for Peter the Great to carry its frontiers to the Baltic
and for Catherine the Great to bring them to the Black Sea.

Across the Baltic Sea lay Scandinavia. By the eleventh century its
political geography had taken the form it retained right through the
Middle Ages. The territory of Denmark stretched across the entrance to
the Baltic; it included not only the peninsula of Jutland but the more
fertile islands of Fiinen and Zealand and a strip of what is now Sweden.
Here, off the coasts of Skania, were some of the richest fishing grounds
in Europe. Fishing, especially for the herring, was important in all the
northern waters. Beyond Skania, to the north of the barren upland
of Smaland, lay the centre of the Swedish kingdom—in the lowland
that runs south-westward from Stockholm around the lakes of Wener
and Wetter ; here, tillage and stock raising were important on land cleared
of its wood. Northwards stretched the great forests of Norrland, sparsely
inhabited. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries Sweden had occupied
Finland, and to this day Swedish speech persists along parts of the coast,
a memorial of that period of colonisation. To the west, Norway faced
the Atlantic and the North Sea; the greater part of its mountainous
surface was not suitable for agriculture or for permanent settlement.

We are fortunate in having a remarkable picture of these Scandinavian
lands in the map that was produced in 1539 by Olaus Magnus.! This map,
richly embellished by many small sketches, gives us some of the main
facts about the contemporary geography. The great forests are indicated,
and also the various fur-bearing animals of northern Sweden and Finland;
the limits of winter ice in the Baltic Sea and in the inland lakes are marked;
the rich mines of Kopparberg and elsewhere in the broad lake-filled plain
of Sweden are indicated, and separate symbols show iron, copper, silver
and gold. Some of the sketches illustrate incidents in the daily life both
on land and at sea. The map extends southb to include the Baltic coasts of
the German realm to which we must now turn.

The Russian plain continued into that of northern Germany across the
Pripet Marshes that covered a substantial area nearly one-half the size of
England. These enormous swamps, traversed by an intricate network of
streams and relieved by sandy islets, were to remain in their amphibious
condition until the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This countryside
is usually regarded as the homeland of the Slav peoples, whence they
spread east and south and west to cover such an immense tract of Europe.
They moved westward across the Vistula and the Oder into the lands
abandoned by the Teutonic peoples who had entered the Roman Empire.

1 Edward Lynam, The Carta Marina of Olaus Magnus, Venice 1539 & Rome 1572 (Tall
Tree Library, Jenkintown, Pa., U.S.A., 1949).
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By A.D. 600 the line of the Elbe-Saale had become the frontier between
the German and Slav worlds, but this frontier was not to last, for, between
900 and 1250, the Germans recovered much of this territory. The German
advance eastward took place under the impetus of economic and mission-
ary motives, and there arose a contrast between the new east colonial
Germany and the old west feudal Germany. Analogy has been drawn
between this advance and the expansion of the American people westward
from the Atlantic seaboard. What the new west meant to Young America
in the nineteenth century, that the new east had meant to Medieval
Germany. Although historical analogies are often misleading, this com-
parison does emphasise the colonial character of much of Germany during
and towards the end of the Middle Ages.

The surface of the German plain is covered, almost everywhere, with
deposits brought by the great ice-sheets which spread out from Scandi-
navia in Quaternary times. Much of the clay is hummocky and on its
ill-drained surface lay marsh and shallow lakes of curious shape; many of
the river valleys were also marshy. Elsewhere, stretches of infertile sand
and gravel, derived from the glacial deposits, form a type of country
known as ‘Geest’. The landscape that confronted the German settlers
was one of wood and marsh and heath. The wood, or most of it, fell
before the axe of the pioneers. Place-names that end in wald and holz
indicate the former character of the countryside, and those ending in
rode, schwend and hagen bear witness to the activity of the pioneers. They
came from the older parts of Germany, ‘with horses and oxen, with
ploughs and wagons’ to transform the countrysides of what are now
Brandenburg, Mecklenburg, Pomerania and Silesia. They were accom-
panied and followed by Dutch, Flemish and Frisian colonists who em-
banked streams and drained marshes. Between the Elbe and the Oder
they transformed the inland marshes into productive countrysides along
the Mark of Brandenburg. Into the dry soils of parts of the Geest they
cut irrigation canals, and they gave their name to the district of Fliming
that lies to the east of Magdeburg. The changes were urban as well as
rural. The dates of the founding of the cities of north Germany mark the
success of the advance. Behind the achievement of the Hanseatic cities
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries lay a background of some cen-
turies of colonial effort.

By the end of the thirteenth century the advance had spent itself,
Poland was penetrated by German colonists and civilisation, but only to
a limited degree. Yet in two outlying eastern areas German missionary
zeal and colonising impulse had found fruitful fields of activity. Early in
the thirteenth century the Military Order of the Brethren of the Sword
had planted the country around the Gulf of Riga with German fortified
towns, and to this the German Balts mainly owed their origin. Later in
the century, between this northern outpost and the homeland, a second
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Military Order, the Teutonic Knights, more thoroughly occupied the
land. The consequences were fateful for the affairs of Europe because this
new sphere of German colonisation, later known as East Prussia, was
separated from the main body of German settlement by what was to be-
come known as the Polish Corridor.

The total result of this eastward expansion was that the main outlines
of the frontier between German and Slav had been drawn before the
end of the Middle Ages. The countryside of the north German plain had
also been transformed. But we must not endow this countryside with a
prosperity it did not possess in the fifteenth century. In places, it was only
with assiduous labour that the sands could be made to yield their crops of
rye and oats, and the improvement of great stretches of Geest had to wait
for the scientific agticulture of a later age. Much of the land, too, remained
in its boggy condition for many centuries. Even the modern map shows
large numbers of shallow lakes in Mecklenburg and Pomerania.

While the eastward march was in progress, colonists also achieved a
more intensive use of land in the older settled districts. Woods were
cleared and wasted lands were once more reoccupied. In Germany, be-
tween the Rhine and the Elbe, daughter houses of the great Rhineland
monasteries contributed much to transforming the countryside of Thurin-
gia and Saxony into arable and pasture. Similar work was accomplished
elsewhere. New fields were carved out to lie alongside those already
cultivated, and, where soil and aspect were suitable, the newly cleared
lands were planted with vines. The opportunity and success of cultivation
varied from region to region. They were at their highest along the northern
edge of the central highlands. Here lies a belt of gently sloping fertile
country with a characteristic covering of ‘loess’ or ‘limon’, easily worked
and fertile. The belt, it is true, is of varying width and is broken by em-
bayments from the plain. The Borde and Hellweg regions of Germany
stretch from Magdeburg to Westphalia, and their characteristics are
prolonged across the Rhine into the low uplands of Hesbaye, Brabant and
Hainault. Limon also covers great terraces in the Rhine valley. These loess
or limon lands are the most tractable to the plough in Europe, and the
effort of the Middle Ages left them closely settled and well cultivated.
On the other hand, attempts to improve the hungry sands, that cover
much of this older settled region, had only limited results. The Liineburg
Heath, the Geest of Hanover, and the Kempenland defeated the efforts
of medieval colonists to bring them satisfactorily into cultivation. In later
centuries, as at the close of the Middle Ages, they stood out as empty and
neglected areas; some wealth was brought to the area by the salt springs
around Liineburg.

Along the shores of the North Sea there was loss and gain, and perhaps
more loss than gain. Between 1377 and 1421, in the Low Countries, the
sea had swallowed up many townships and increased the size of the
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Zuider Zee; the Bay of Jade had also been enlarged by storms. But lords
and abbeys and peasants had formed themselves into associations for
dyking and draining (wareringen), and under the shelter of their dykes
fertile polders were coming into being from Flanders to Frisia. The inun-
dated and marshy lands of Schleswig and Holstein, too, were rescued
from the sea.

This activity along the polders of the North Sea was not typical of the
general trend of European agriculture in the fifteenth century. Agricul-
tural expansion had long reached its limit, and recession had left its mark
upon most countrysides. Abandoned holdings, depopulated and de-
serted villages were to be found not only in the ‘old lands’ of the south and
west but also in Mecklenburg, Pomerania, Brandenburg and Prussia. In
the south and west, the acreage of these Wiistungen has been placed as
high as about one-half of the area at one time cultivated; and the statistical
mode for Germany as a whole has been estimated at about 25 per cent.
These figures probably over-emphasise the contraction, because some
abandoned holdings may represent no more than temporary withdrawals
or changes in the use of land; but when all reservations are made, the
facts are striking enough. The old prosperity had departed and the new
prosperity of the sixteenth century had not come, although there seem to
have been signs of it before 1500.!

Westward lay the kingdom of France, which between 1050 and 1300
had also known its heroic period of reclamation. Great inroads had been
made upon the woods. The work, carried on by lay lords, ecclesiastics
and peasants, resulted sometimes in new villages and semi-urban settle-
ments (villes neuves, bastides, bourgs), sometimes in extension of the old.
Northern France, in the Paris basin, had some of the most favoured
agricultural lands in Europe; the limon-covered uplands of the Pays de
Caux, Picardy, Beauce and other districts were famous for their fertility.
The coastal marshes near St Omer, and those along the estuaries of the
Somme, the Seine and the Loire, and also the Marais Poitevin, had been
drained, at any rate in part. Some of these flooded areas along the west
coast of France formed natural salt pans; those of the Bay of Bourgneuf
to the south of the Loire, for example, were particularly important and
attracted traders from distant ports. It is true there were exceptions to
this tale of conquest. The forests and swamps of the ‘Wet’ Champagne,
in the east of the Paris basin, had been greatly reduced, but it still re-
mained a waterlogged countryside with pools of standing water; and
again, little change of any kind had been wrought in the lakes and marshes
of the Sologne in the south of the basin. In the west, in Celtic Brittany,
compact enclosures replaced the large open fields of the rest of northern

1 For a discussion of these phenomena see: (i) W. Abel, Die Wiistungen des ausgehenden
Mittelalters (Jena, 1943); (ii) H. Pohlendt, Die Verbreitung der mittelalterlichen Wiistungen
in Deutschland (Gottingen, 1950).
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France; there had been clearing and draining as elsewhere, but the soils
of the ancient rocks of the peninsula were poor. Yet, in any general view,
the prosperity of northern France in the Middle Ages had been outstand-
ing. It had outstripped all the lands of the West, and Froissart, writing
early in the fourteenth century, could well declare it to be ‘the fairest
kingdom of the world after the kingdom of heaven’.

The Hundred Years War changed all this. France became, in the
words of Petrarch (1360), ‘a heap of ruins’. Thomas Basin, bishop of
Lisieux, writing about 1440