Raedt s

When were the M ddl e Ages?

Deeply buried in the structure of the human mnd lies the
habit to divide everything into three. In ancient Indo-

Eur opean societies it was the customto describe the whol e of
soci ety by distinguishing three functions, those of warrior,
orator and | abourer. Imuanuel Kant thought that all of

phi | osophy coul d be summari zed in three questions: Wat can we
know? What nust we do? What may we hope? Christians believe
that God manifests Hinself in thre persons: the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Ghost. By dividing things into three
conponent parts it seens as if we can classify reality and
analyse it, without |osing sight of the whole. Division into
three offers an instrunent of analysis and of synthesis at the
same time.

In the same way tinme and history can be divided into
three conposite parts that, taken together, contain the whol e:
past, present, and future, or else: the beginning, the mddle
and the end. Because this division of tinme into three is so
deeply ingrained in our habits of thought, it seens to ne that
the cl assical periodisation of European history into
Antiquity, Mddle Ages and Mbdern H story is a fact which we
had better accept instead of bickering about it. It will never
go away. That does not nean, however, that we must not take a
cl oser ook at that periodisation. For one thing, the schene
seens neutral, but it certainly is not. It is a standard rule
of classical rhetoric that an orator who wants to put a
message across, nust always use three argunents, not nore, not
| ess. He should put themforth in the order: fortior-fortis-
fortissinus. The second argunent can be weak, as long as the
speaker starts off with a good argunment and ends with a hit. A
simlar rhetorical construction underlies our classical
di vi si on of European history. Cassical Antiquity counts as
the age of gold, in which the foundations of human
civilisation were laid, the Mdle Ages as the depl orable
interimin which eople becane estranged fromtheir origins,
and Modern Hi story as the rediscovery of of civilisation’s
roots and of restoration in an even nore glorious and perfect
form

Traces of that periodisation of history are te be found
in the era that we now call the Mddle Ages. Christians in the
early Mddle Ages were sure that they lived in just such a
dark m ddl e period between the resurrection of Christ and the
resurrection of mankind, a tinme of shadows, a time of
transition and of longing for the end, the tine of the Church. B
When, after 1100 AD the political and econom cal climte
dramatically inproved, the m ddle period becane |ess grimand
endl ess than it had seemed before. It was the Ci stercian
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Muni ch, 1967%), 19-20.



abbot, Joachimof Fiore, who fornulated this change in
attitude nost succinctly. He distinguished three eras in

hi story, those of the Father, of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit. What is nore inportant than the nanmes is that,
according to Joachim Christianity was now w tnessing the end
of the Time of the Son and that the Tinme of the Holy Spirit,
when the whol e world woul d change utterly, was about to begin.EI
For nmy purpose it is inportant to note that the visions of
Joachim which inspired thousands of people until the 17th
century, have essentially contributed to the ever grow ng hope
that the mddle period was nearing its end, and that mankind
stood at or had already stepped over the threshold of a new
time of perfection and glory when transition would give way to
ful filment.

Despite these early efforts the classical fornulation of
t he periodisation of Ancient, Mddle and Modern renains the
wor k of the Renai ssance humanists. In ny opinion that is not a
coi nci dence. No one was nore aware of the strength of rhetoric
than the humani sts. They put rhetoric in place of scholastic
| ogi c, because they were certain that truth deserves to be
expressed with el egance so as to be nore persuasive. Their
description of the course of history is one of the best
exanples of that trust in the force of |anguage. Its
rhetorical elegance is such that once enuntiated it it has
becone an eradicable part of the collective nmenory of Western
culture, so nuch so that all argunents which have been voiced
against it for alnost a hundred years now, have been unable to
change it even th tiniest little bit.

The humani sts deeply believed that, with their zeal for
the restoration of classical Latin, they had forever |eft
behind the m ddle period by restoring the glory of ancient
Rone; They spoke about a rebirth, a Renai ssance. The gesture
of Petrarch was synbolic: he was crowned a poet-laureate in
Rone on the Capitol on Easter Sunday, 1341, twelve hundred
years after the last coronation of a poet had taken pl ace.
Wth this grand gesture classical literature was resurrected,
t he poet | ooked back_at his great predecessors over the abyss
of a thousand years.E In the sixteenth century, the Reforners
were the ones who, with their call for a return to the purity
of the first Christian conmunity, contributed to the feeling
that mankind had | eft behind the dark times of primtive
superstitions and that it stood on the threshold of a new era,
al though this was surely not the purpose of such early
reformers as Luther and Mel anchthon. They still followed the
periodi zation of history according to the schene of the six
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world eras and the four world enpires.ﬂkbmever, t hat
peri odi zation no | onger corresponded with the historical
consci ousness of the tine. For now manki nd | ooked back over a
| ong dark period to the old days of true faith and pure
literature, which had been happily restored.

It was not until the late 17th century that this feeling
was captured in a new periodization of history under which the
Bi ble no | onger formed the nodel but secular history. The
Leyden Church historian Georgius Horn (1627-1670) saw the fal
of the Roman Enpire and the begi nning of the Reformation as
the two nost crucial events in Church history. H s viewoint
was applied to the whole of history by Christopher Cellarius
(1638-1707) from Halle. He distinguished three historical
periods that he, for the first time, gave the now usual nanes
of Antiquity, the thdle Ages and the Modern Age, the very
nanes we still use.¥ It should be enphasised that although
these terns appear neutral, they are not: Antiquity was the
ideal, the Modern Age witnessed its rebirth, the dark ages in
bet ween had better be forgotten: they were nothing but Mddle
Ages. A contenporary of Cellarius, the poet Jean Raci ne wote
to his son about a gregat French cathedral: "Elle est grande,
mai s un peu barbare."® The style in which the nedi eval
cat hedral s had been built nade Racine and his contenporaries
shudder. They called the style 'Gothic' because they supposed
that the Goths, who had destroyed Rome and its civilisation
had invented it. The aversion to the Mddle Ages and the
idolisation of classical Antiquity is alnost pal pable in
Goet he's account of his visit to Assisi in COctober 1786. Wen
entering the town he | ooked only for a brief nonent mt
Abnei gung at the church of San Francesco and then went on as
qui ckly as possible to the church of S. Maria sopra M nerva at
the Piazza del Conune, in whose facade four colums of a Ronan
tenple were preserved. It takes Goethe several pages to
descri be his enotions on seeing these remmants of the gl orious
cl assical past. Wien he left the city: "blickte mch die
|'i ebliche M nerva noch einmal sehr freundlich und trdstend an,
dann schaute ich links auf den tristen Don1dﬁs hei | i gen
Franzi skus und wollte neinen Weg verfolgen".~In the eighteenth
century, the reputation of the Mddl e Ages reached its nadir;
sad and barbaric - that was all that could be said about it,
an era of oppression and of clerical tyranny that was now
exposed by enlightened phil osophes. The revol utionaries of
1789 carried the ideas of the phil osophers into the arena of
practical politics; they finished off the remai ns of
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feudal i sm executed the Most Christian King and destroyed the
privileged position of the Church. The M ddl e Ages were
finally over and could be forgotten.

However, the bl oodthirstiness of the French Revol ution
and the tyranny of Napol eon made quite clear to the next
generation that freedomand equality were only to be had at an
extrenely high, probably far too high a price. Equality often
|l ed to chaos, and too nuch freedom turned people into beasts,
such was the conclusion of the generation that grew up after
1800. The influential political philosopher, Joseph de
Mai stre, thought that the cruelties of the Revolution clearly
showed that the only way to guarantee order and peace was
obedi ence to an authority not based on reason but drawing its
legitimacy from God. Only thus could man's primtive instincts
be reduced to acceptable | evels. The only person o0 had such
authority, according to De Maistre, was the Pope." Wat was
needed, therefore, was a restoration of the authority of the
Roman Pontiff, just as it had been in the Mddl e Ages. He was
not the only one who began to | ook back nostalgically to the
M ddl e Ages as a period of social, political and religious
integration; a period when a clear, hierarchical authority
ruled the rel ationshi ps between all ranks of society; a period
when the Church had stood above all the parties and had pl ayed
an internediary and conciliatory role. Had not the Popes, in
t hose days, been the nediators in conflicts between the
secul ar princes? Had not the nonasteries always been a refuge
for people threatened by violence? Should it not be so again?
The young German poet Novalis had prophesied in 1799: "Bl ood
wi |l streamover Europe until the nations becone aware of
their extrene nadness, a madness that inprisons them and,
touched and cal med by sacred nusic, they nove, in col ourful
fusion, to previous altars . . . Only religion can awaken
Eur ope, assure the existence of the nations and instal
Christianity inits ohd peace- maki ng function with a new glory
visible on earth...."

Mor eover, the young generation of 1800 was no | onger
interested in the delights of reason and enli ghtened
phi | osophy. What they wanted was enotion and nystical passion,
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tolet their feelings flow freely: "Il n'"est rien de beau, de
doux, de grand dans la vie, que |les choses nystérieuses," said
Chat eaubriand in 1802, when defending the genius of
Christianity against]the enlightened citizens of the

ei ghteenth century. Nowher e, many thought, had nystical
passi on been greater than in the rituals and traditions of

nmedi eval man. They had not yet |earned to conceal their
enotion and their desire of the supernatural. The once so
despi cabl e Gothic cathedrals now seened to be the perfect
expression of deep feeling. They were dark churches with high
vaul ts di sappearing into infinity; the | anguage in which the
sacred nmysteries were cel ebrated was i nconprehensible and the
cerenoni es conducted by the priests had not changed since tine
i mrenorial. They were no | onger seen as the sad remains of a
superstitious age, but as vessels of the deepest feelings and
enotions. Ronmanticismand Restoration restored the M ddle Ages
to such popularity in the first half of the nineteenth century
that in several places where the remains of those days had

di sappeared they were reinvented. However, the source of both
contenpt and admiration remained the sanme during all the
changes in appreciation: the thousand years from 500 to 1500
AD wer e consi dered as a honbgeneous epoch, the m ddl e peri od,
bet ween Ancient and Modern History. Only in this century did
this self-evident category beconme a problem

First, doubts arose whether the period between 500-1500
had been so harnoni ous and hierarchical as the romanticists
had t hought. It |ooked as if the nedieval “rrld had, in fact,
been an underdevel oped, prinmtive society.M To recall just one
sinple fact that is often overl ooked: connections were
extrenely bad, and comruni cati ons beyond the village border
were often difficult, if not altogether inpossible. In such
circunstances it was inpossible that such a thing as a
hierarchically ordered society in which every person took the
pl ace assigned to himby D vine Providence, could ever have
exi sted. The fact was that there had been many small,
| ocal i zed societies, each with its own | aws and custons.

Al t hough noving treatises were witten, during the Mddl e Ages
and afterwards, about the sacred authority of the Church and
of the King, there was hardly any effective central authority
at all. Anarchy was the rule, order was an exception. To nane
but one exanple: the Investiture Contest was not nerely a
conflict between the Enperor and the Pope but it was just as
much part of a difficult search for sonme order in a chaotic
society. The fact that in this struggle the powers of

eccl esiastical and secular authority were delimted, has
proved inportant later, but it was perhaps not the nost

1 F.-R de Chateaubriand, Génie du christianisnme, ed. P.
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fundanmental issue at the tinme. Another feature of nedieval
society, deeply admred by our nineteenth century ancestors,
was the clear-cut division of political power and soci al
function reflected in the three orders of society: the clergy,
the nobility and the peasantry. This, too, turned out to be,
on cl oser inspection, nore a bhreprint for an ideal society
than a description of reality."'E It was desire for order that

i nspired such visions; the reality was nuch nore unruly and
chaoti c.

The reputation of the nedieval Church was never higher
than in the nineteenth century. Standing high above all tribes
and nations, the Church was consi dered the one great
institution that united all and everyone in harnony and peace.
To quote Novalis once again: "This powerful peace-naking
comunity tried assiduously to nake people share inits
beautiful faith.. Princes submtted their controversies to the
father of Christendom they laid their crowms and gl ory
willingly at his feet ... How beneficent, how humane this
governnment, this institution was, is shown by the remarkabl e
upsurge of all other human potentialities, by the harnoni ous
devel opnment of all talents, by the enornous results achi eved
by individuals in all branches of science and arts and by the
flouriiring trade in all kinds of ecclesiastical and secul ar
goods.E Twentieth century scholars have shown that here, too,
Noval i s had been dream ng beautiful dreans and had not
bot hered too much with reality. Medieval society was not so
soaked in Christian faith as was thought a hundred years ago.

The French historian, Paul Al phandéry, was perhaps the
first to ask questions about nedieval Christianity. 1In a
pi oneering study on the Crusades he clained that there had
been not one but two Crusades: that of the knights despatched
by the Pope and bl essed by the Church on the one hand, and on
the other hand that of the people. Charisnmatic preachers, such
as Peter the Hermt had stirred up the people and, in om nous,
bl oodt hi rsty and apocal yptic visions, had persuaded themto
| eave hearth and home and go to Jerusalemto witness the end
of the world. To bring the end closer they killed all the
"enem es’ of Christ that they net on their way - the Jews in
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Eur ope, the slinms in Asia Mnor and often even their fell ow
Chri sti ans. Here, a primtive religiosity was discovered,
which had little to do wth the pious ideals of nineteenth
century historians. A later generation of French historians
applied this division in elite and popular piety to the whole
of medieval Christianity. They distingui shed between religion
as preached and, therefore, witten down and preserved in our
sources, and religion as experienced in reality. Al though the
| atter was admittedly very difficult to trace, historians were
now so fortunate that they could borrow nodels from cul tural
ant hr opol ogy. They made the reconstruction of the |lost world
of popular faith “rich hardly appeared in witten sources a

r eal possibility."'E Some hi storians even went so far as to say
that these reconstructed forns of popular religiosity were
barely Christian at all, that paganismhagd |lived on far nore
powerful ly than had al ways been believed. ™ The true

Chri stiani zati on of Europe probably had not taken place before
the sixteenth century when the nen at the top started fighting
each other and desperately neifed t he support of the popul ace
to strengthen their position.* There were protests agai nst

t hese extrenme positions fromEnglish and Anmerican historians
in particular, who pointed out sone glaring nethodi cal
weaknesses of this kind of history. Because popul ar
religiosity has left so fewtraces it is virtually inpossible
to verify whether religious fornms that deviated fromthe
official nornms had existed at all and what they had | ooked

| i ke. Moreover it is now an established fact that even the
strangest religious folklore “fs i nfluenced, if not
establ i shed, by Christianity.g'mhat remai ns i s that
Christianity in the Mddl e Ages was very varied, that it was
poorly regul ated by the Church authorities and that there was
not one, honobgeneous, Christian society under the guidance of
the Pope. Such a Christian society was a dream of nineteenth
century Catholics about the future, which had coloured their
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vi ew of the past.EI

However, it was not only the harnonious and Christian
character of the Mddl e Ages that becane a subject of
di scussion in the twentieth century. For the first tineg,
hi stori ans began to wonder whet her the period between 500 -
1500 was as honpbgeneous as had al ways been assuned. There had
al ways been two indications that sonmething was wong with this
periodi zation. First, there has never been any agreenent about
the dates of the beginning and the end of the Mddl e Ages. The
conversion of the Enperor Constantine (312) or the fall of the
Western Enpire (476) were the usual dates nanmed for the
begi nning of the Mddle Ages ,the discovery of Anerica (1492)
or the beginning of the Reformation (1517) for the end. But
according to sone the accession of the Enperor Diocletian to
the throne (284 ) had marked the end of the |ast Republican
traditions of ancient Rone. Hi s administrative reforns, and
hi s enphasis on the divine character of the inperial nDnchhy
were really the beginning of a new era, the M ddl e Ages. The
Bel gi an historian, Henri Pirenne, thought that the M ddl e Ages
began around 700 when due to the Muislimconquest of the
sout hern basin of the Mediterranean trade ceased and Northern
Eur ope was reduced to an agrari an econony.m

There is just as nuch di sagreenent over the end of the
M ddl e Ages. Sone say that the coronation of Petrarch as poet-
| aureate in 1341 was the end of the Mddl e Ages. Recently,
t here have been several historians who have pointed out that
nost basic social, political, econom cal and religious
structures, established in the twelfth century, did not change
until the end of the eighteenth century. The sixteenth century
may have been a period of quantitative growth but it cannot be
considered as the beginning of a new era: in other words, the
M ddl e Ages continued until abaut 1800. That is what the
French call le | ong Myen Age.E

There is another indication, besides the periodization,
that the classical concept "Mddle Ages"” shoul d perhaps be

n P Raedts. 'De christelijke m ddel eeunen als nyt he:
ontstaan en gebrui k van een constructie uit de negentiende
eeuw [=The Myth of the Christian Mddle Ages: the origin and
use of a nineteenth century construction], in: Tijdschrift
voor theologie, 30 (1990), 146-158.

o This was the starting point of the popul ar text-book by
S Painter, A History of the Mddle Ages, 284-1500 (London,
1953), which was | ater weakened in the editions revised by B.
Ti er ney.

“ For a short explantion of this thesis, with coments, cf
Henri Pirenne, Hi stoire économ que et sociale du Myyen Age,
ed. H van Werveke (Paris, 1969), 1-6, 197-200.
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| ooked at again. It is striking that nost of the great

ni neteenth century editions of nedieval sources run into
troubl e when they approach the year 1200. Mgne, in his
Patrol ogia | atina, chooses the easier way out and finishes

with the witings of Pope Innocent Il (1198 - 1216). The
editions of the Monunenta Gernani ae historica becone very
selective after 1200, whereas for the period till then they

are practically conplete. What may be happening is that after
1200 there is sinply too nuch material to publish everything.
It means that Europe was about to becoif aliterate society:
The witten word was replacing nmenory.® Such a transition from
oral to literate is such a fundanental change that the
guestion must be asked whether it is possible any |onger to

| unp together the period before and after that transition
under the nanme of 'Mddle Ages'.

One of the first to draw attention to this crucial period
was the Anerican historian Charles Honer Haskins. In 1928 he
publ i shed a study on cultural and intellectual life in the
12t h century, programmatically entitled The Renai ssance of the
Twel fth Century. In this book, Haskins showed that the period
bet ween 1000 - 1200 was a period of unprecedented literary
activity and originality that was not in any way infegjor to
the real Renai ssance but formed the foundation of it.® It was
a pity that Haskins had to justify his interest in twelfth
century culture by namng it 'Renai ssance' thus tacitly
confirmng that the age of humani smrenmai ned the norm of al
true civilization. He underestimated the originality of the
period, but perhaps in 1928 he could not have approached it
differently, because what he was witing was, after all, a
history of twelfth century culture, and that nmade a conparison
wi th the Renai ssance of the sixteenth century probably
unavoi dabl e. Only when historians such as Marc Bl och, Georges
Duby and Richard Southern showed that the intellectual and
cultural revival of the twelfth century was not an isolated
phenonenon but that the revival could only be understood
wi thin a much broader framework, historians began hr realize
the full extent of the originality of this period.ﬂ

“ M d anchy, >From Menory to Witten Record, England
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% M Bl och, Les caracteres originaux de |'histoire rurale
francai se (1931) and his La soci été féodale (1940), R W

Sout hern, The Making of the Mddle Ages (1953), and G Duby La
société aux Xle et Xlle siecles dans |a régi on naconnai se
(1953), are sem nal works.



Two facts are fundanental to the unprecedented upsurge of
Europe during that tinme. First, after 950 the invasions by
new tri bes, which had threatened Europe since the third
century, suddenly ceased or could be held in check. The
Nor mans settl ed down in Normandy and Northern Engl and, the
Hungari ans were decisively defeated by the German king, Oto
|, at the Lechfeld near Augsburg in 955, and the Saracen
pirates could be kept under the thunb by the rapidly grow ng
city republics of Venice, CGenoa, Pisa and Amalfi. Secondly, a
veritabl e popul ati on expl osi on took place between 950 and 1300
and a rate of growth was reached that was not acEjeved again
before the seventeenth and ei ghteenth centuries. VWhat is
nore inportant, thanks to the revolution in agricultural
technology it was possible to ifed t he grow ng popul ati on and
even to accelerate its growth.ﬂ For the first tinme in hundreds
of years, such surpluses were harvested nmaking it possible to
feed people who were not directly involved in agriculture, but
in trades and crafts. Thus the expansion of cities as centres
of economc activity was nade possible and the primtive
barter system gave way to an econony based on noney.

The di sadvantage of the traditional periodizationis
that, as we have already seen, the period between 500 and 1500
appears as a static whole, a honogeneous period w thout nuch
devel opnment. Because of this, the period between 1000 and
1300, so inportant to subsequent European history, in fact
di sappears. Therefore, | would like to propose a conpletely
di fferent periodization of European history: Antiquity until
1000, the M ddl e Ages between 1000 and 1800 and t he Modern Age
from 1800. However revolutionary this periodization may seem
it is not nore than drawi ng conclusions fromthe results of
hi storical scholarship fromthe last forty years. It has
al ready been nentioned that historians have recently begun to
realize that essential living conditions and essential soci al
and political structures remai ned al nost the sane between 1100
and 1850. Such historians as Peter Brown and Patrick CGeary
have proved that there were so nany simlarities between |ate
Antiquity and the early Mddl e Ages and that ideas such as
"The Fall of Rome' and ' The Barbarian Invasions' are
superfluous. Reading their work one can seriously question
whet her early nedieval society was not a |l ate offshoot from
t he Roman Enpire ifther than the beginning of a new wera in
Eur opean history.® Wth the help of a few inportant

% Robert Bartlett, The Maki ng of Europe. Conquest,
Col oni zation and Cul tural Change 950-1350 (London, 1993), 107-
111.

z Lynn Waite jr., Medieval Technol ogy and Soci al Change
(Oxford, 1962).

% Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity (London, 1970)
and various essays in his Society and the Holy in Late
Antiquity (London, 1982); Patrick Geary, Before France and
Germany: The Creation and Transformati on of the Merovingi an



devel opnents, | want to prove the plausibility of nmy guess
that we have to | ook at the eleventh and nineteenth centuries
to find the beginning of a new era in European history and not
at the sixth and sixteenth centuries.

Partly because of the growi ng influence of cultural
ant hr opol ogy on hi stori ography, which has al ready been
mentioned, it is now an established fact anong historians that
one of the nost fundamental distinctions between cultures is
whet her they are based on literacy or on oral tradition. If
this criterion is being used it is evident that, befﬁje t he
year 1000, European culture was overwhel m ngly oral .= The
triunph of literacy began in the eleventh century. Then, for
the first time, groups came into existence for whomwitten
docunments were essential to build their community_ Brian Stock
invented for themthe term'textual corrrmnities'.E:|
Characteristic of this type of community was that, although
texts were inportant, the reading and interpretation of the
text remained the prerogative of a small elite. Sinultaneously
t he nunber of schools grew quickly, and the university arose
as a conpletely new form of education. The style and
production of books al so changed. Books were no | onger
produced as precious jewels or sacred objects, which had been
wor ked on for years and were extrenely rare anyway. New
nmet hods were invented to accel erate the production and
di stribution of books. In university cities booksellers went
as far as to take books apart so that they could |l et out the
quires for copying purposes: in this way, twenty or nore
copi es coul d be nade sinEﬁtaneously, i nstead of one, as in
Carol i ngi an nonasteries.*= The invention of the printing press
inthe fifteenth century accelerated this process but it was
not a true innovation. That came about only in the nineteenth
century when education becane obligatory. Then, for the first
time in history, everyone had access to witing, and literacy
ceased to be the preserve of the elite.

Wrld (New York and Oxford, 1988).

2 | do not wish to enter here into the discussion between
M chael Richter, The oral tradition in the Mddle Ages,

Typol ogi e des sources du Mdyen Age occidental, 71 (Turnhout,
1994) and Rosanmund MacKitterick, The Carolingians and the
Witten Word (Canbri dge, 1989) about the extent of orality of
early nedi aeval society; the contrast with the late Mddle
Ages remains significant.

% Brian Stock, The Inplications of Literacy, Witten
| anguage and Models of Interpretation in the El eventh and
Twel fth Centuries (Princeton, 1983), 88-240.

* J. Destrez, La Pecia dans |es manuscrits universitaires
du Xille et XIVe siecle (Paris, 1935) and A Pollard, "The
Pecia Systemin the Medieval Universities', in: M Parkes and

A. Watson (ed.), Medieval Scribes, Manuscripts and Libraries
(London, 1978), 145-61.



Econom ¢ and soci al changes in the countryside were al so
much later than is generally assuned. Pierre Bonassie showed
that the late-antique |atifundia, based on slave |abour,
remai ned characteristic of rural life in the early Mddl e Ages
and that it was not until the eventh century that one can
one speak of feudal rel ati ons. & Si mul t aneously te so-called
rise of the cities began, an expression that must be properly
understood. There were cities before 1100, although they were
much smaller than in Roman tines, but they were parasites on
the land and did not serve as economic stimuli. The city as a
centre of trade and cottage industry was a creation of the
el eventh century. The structure of economc life that was
created then did not change nmuch until the nineteenth century:
despite a considerable volune of trade it remai ned an econony
of shortage. Most of the popul ation renmained involved in
agriculture, but in the cities new sources of trade and wealth
were opened up. This only ended when in the nineteenth
century European countries started to industrialize and
agriculture as the forenost source of incone disappeared. It
was not until then that industry and trade enployed the bul k
of the working popul ation, and the econony of shortages
yi el ded to an econony of abundance.

Per haps even nore inportant for the future of Europe was
the change in nmentality that, in part, was a consequence of
the gromh of literacy and wealth, but also had a dynam c of
its own. The whol e approach to |ife becane nmuch nore rationa
in the eleventh century. A generation arose which was
convinced that man could take fate into his own hands and t hat
peopl e were not hopel essly dependent on cosm c powers. The
proper use of reason should nake it possible to solve nost
probl ens and to get to the bottom of reality.E For centuries
nonks had faithfully transcribed Aristotle's works on | ogic
and then put themon the shelf, but scholars poured over them
for the first time, and found themto be a great help to
penetrate the deep recesses of the human m nd. Schol ars such
as Ansel m and Abel ard were convinced that if they, by neans of
|l ogic, could |ay bare the structures of |anguage then they
could also trace the fundanental structures of reality itself.
It was their infectious optimsmthat made the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries into one of the nost rationalist periods
in European history. It was a quest for understanding that was

% Pierre Bonassie, 'Survie et expression du régine

escl avagi ste dans |' Ccci dent du haut Myen-Age', in: Cahiers
de civilisation nédi évale, 28 (1985), pp307-43. H s

concl usions are confirnmed for the Maconnais in G Bois, The
Transformations of the Year One Thousand. The Vill age of
Lournand from Antiquity to Feudalism (Manchester, 1992).

% A. Murray, Reason and Society in the Mddle Ages
(Oxford, 1978), 111: 'There now grew the realization that nman
could control his environnent through his mnd . The
consequences for theology are discussed by M D Chenu, La
théologie au Xl le siécle (Paris, 1976°.



al ways conducted, of course, within the franmework of
Christianity, but the tenets of faith were critically analyzed
and questioned in a manner perfectly described by Bernard of
Cl ai rvaux, who hated this inquisitiveness, as paratus de

ommi bus reddere rati onem etiam quae sunt supra rationem= At
the outset Western scholars were, to a |large extent, dependent
on what they learnt fromArab and Jew sh schol ars, but the
remar kabl e fact is that, while in the Jew sh-Arabic
environnment this critical attitude ended with Averroes (1126 -
1198) and Mai nonides (1135 - 1204), it developed in Christian
Western Europe and eventually managed to free itself
conpletely fromthe shackles of religious faith altogether.

This brings me to ny last and nost inportant point. The
Church, too, cane to life again after the year 1000. Peter
Brown speaks of the "redraw ng of the boundari es between the
sacred and the profani‘ as the nost dramatic devel opnent of
the el eventh century.E Per haps one should say that in the
el eventh century the boundaries between the natural and the
supernatural were not redrawn, they were being drawn for the
first tine. Before the year 1000, the profane and the sacred
were interwoven to such an extent that no-one could
di stingui sh between them kings were ho nmen, decked out with
relics, bishops led armes into battle.® Christianity was
organi zed as God's ki ngdom on earth, where the king-enperor
functioned as high priest and Christ's Vicar, a formof Church
organi sation still to be found in the Christian East. Wen,
however, in the eleventh century the whol e of Western society
began to reorganise and try for a nore clear-cut division of
power, the traditional relation of Church and society was
suddenl y experienced, particularly by the clergy, as a
corruption of the original purity of the Church. The holy nust
be separated fromthe profane. That priests were married now
seenmed unbearabl e, because it involved themtoo nuch in
matters of this world and nmade themunfit to serve at the
altar. Priests ought to stay clear of the things of this
wor |l d. They ought to remain celibate and their appointnent
should not be in the hands of the laity. The reforners wanted
a priesthood that behaved as a professional caste, isolated
fromthe world, coopting thenselves and possessing the
nonopoly of the holy, so that they could guide the world to

# Ber nar dus, Epistolae, CXCin: Mgne, PL, 182, 1055.

% Pet er Brown, " Society and the Supernatural: a Medieval
Change', in: Society and the Holy, 305.

% A nice exanple is the life of Brun of Col ogne (925-965
AD), archbi shop and nati onal governor, as described by his

bi ographer Ruotger, in: H Kallfelz (ed.),
Lebensbeschr ei bungen ei ni ger Bi schofe des 10-12. Jahrhunderts,
Frei herr vom Stein Gedachtni s Ausgabe, Ausgewdhlte Quellen zur
deut schen Geschichte des Mttelalters, 22 (Darnstadt, 1986%).



its eternal destiny.* The reforners achi eved their purpose:
the Western Church devel oped into a powerful, autononous and
i ndependent organi zati on around the Pope in Rome, an
organi zation with a very fine distinction between clergy and
laity. The latter included the enperor and all kings, from now
on consi dered nothing nore than secular princes. Strange as it
may sound, it was that high ideal of purity and independence
that ensured that in the West, not just the Church but al so
the state in subsequent centuries could develop into an
aut ononous organi zation with its own ainms. So the fruitful and
uni que dual i sm between power and ideol ogy cane into existence
t hat becanme a basic condition for the establishnent of civil
freedomin Western Europe.

The nineteenth century marks the next break. Although
bet ween 1100 and 1800 Church and state were sharply
di stingui shed, everyone was convinced that they needed each
ot her, because the Church was essential to the coherence and
general well-being of civil society. The reforners of the
si xteenth century may have cancel |l ed their obedience to the
Pope, but it was taken for granted by them just as much as by
Catholics, that, in one state, only one Church can exist. If
not, the unity of the whole of society would conme under grave
threat. The only difference was that princes fromnow on were
free to choose between Catholics, Lutherans and Cal vini sts.
Not until the nineteenth century Church and state were
separated conpletely in nost Christian countries. The Church
was no | onger considered a public corporation but a private
organi zati on that had no connexion with the state. The
principle that only one Church could exist in one state was
abandoned; the state had beconme so powerful and independent
that for its internal coherence it no | onger needed religion.

The draw ng of boundaries between the sacred and the
profane in the el eventh century had not only enornous
consequences for the organi zation of the ecclesiastical and
political structure of Western Europe, but it also signified a
radi cal change in Christian piety. In the early nedi aeval
wor | d everything was penetrated by holiness; religious
practices had a ritual and collective character. Christian
piety was primarily liturgical, hence a strong enphasis was
| ai d on the nedi atori of holiness and the executors of the
ritual, the priests.E Even procedures that we see as entirely

¥ J. Laudage, Priesterbild un Refornpapsttumim11.

Jahr hundert (Col ogne and Vi enna, 1984). An ant hropol ogi cal
interpretation of this search for purity, strongly based on
the work of Mary Douglas, is given by R1 Myore, 'Famly,
Community and Cult on the Eve of the Gregorian Reformation',
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th Series, 30
(1980), 49-69.

% A. Angenendt, "Religiositat und Theologie. Ein
spannungsrei ches Verhaltnis imMttelalter', in: Archiv far
Li turgi ew ssenschaft, 1978/ 79, 28-55.See al so his Das
Frihmttelalter. D e abendl &ndi sche Christenheit von 400 bis



secul ar, such as trials, were surrounded by collective
rituals. The verdict often was the result of an ordeal by fire
or battle, the assunption being that God would indicate the
guilty party. After 1100 criticismof this practice nounted
fast, it now | ooked |like a profanation rather than an act of
faith. Twelfth century canonists criticized these court
practices as an abuse, a travesty of orderly court procedures,
acriticismthat in the 13th centu |l ed to an eccl esi asti cal
prohibition of this type of trial. Si nce court procedures
were a thing of this world, they had to be carried out by
means of this world and no appeal to supernatural authority
was necessary. It is another exanple of a boundary drawn

bet ween the profane and the sacred, between natural and
supernatural, a word that, in fact, was then used for the
first tinme in theol ogy.

Si mul t aneously we see signs of a grow ng di sappoi nt nent
with collective rituEis and an aspiration to a nore individua
expression of faith.®= Wen young Ansel m around 1050, was
searching for his vocation in life, he turned his back on the
nonastery of Cl uny because too nuch tinme was spent there on
liturgy and there was not enough opportunity for personal
prayer. Typical of that tinme, too, was the phenonenon of the
Wander predi ger, travelling preachers, not attached to a
nonastery, who often forned groupi whi ch practiced an
i ntensive formof Christian life. & Many of these groups were
the prototypes of Stock's textual communities. Their religious
practices were not based, as in the old nonasteries, on a
sunptuous liturgy and el aborate rituals but on Bible texts,
interpreted by their charisnmatic | eader

During the twelfth century, this nentality penetrated the
whol e Church. The old rituals were not repl aced, but
conpl emented with a variety of new devotions, which were much
nore personal and enotional. Priests fromnow on could not

900 (Stuttgart, 1990), passim

% Brown, 'Society and the Supernatural' fully considers
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just be executors of an objective ritual, they were expected
to take care of their flock, formtheir consciences, and guide
them each individually, on their way to God. Preaching,
personal confession of sins, and catechismwere the new
pastoral strategies, a developnent that was confirnmed in the
decrees issued by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215. Bi shops
such as Robert G osseteste of Lincoln seriously tried to carry
out these decrees in their dioceses. It was bishop
Grosseteste's customto use visitations to instruct the clergy
and the laity. In each parish he foll owed the sane procedure:
whil e the bishop instructed the clergy, Franciscan friars, who
acconpani ed himon these journeys, gathered the people in
church, where they gave catechi smclasses and heard

conf essi ons.

The devel opnent of a nore personal piety had a second
consequence, nanely that, for many, the mediating role of
priests becane increasingly problematic. In the el eventh
century the first runours were heard about preachers who
procl ai ned that the Gospel alone was sufficient for salvation
and that priests were not needed for the explanation of the
sinplicity of God's Wrd. Quite soon these occasional doubts
devel oped into a comon distrust of the clergy, which grew
stronger as the influence of the clergy on the life of
bel i evers increased because of nore intensive pastoral care. i
In other words, fromthe twelfth century there always was an
undercurrent, a suspicion that the nmediating role of the
Church and of its priests was perhaps not as necessary as the
clergy itself naintained. Was the whole machine really
necessary? It was a question that, once asked, did not go
away. However, as long as secular authorities hel ped the
Church in suppressing these dissenting voices, not much could
happen. Real problens cane when in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, first in Bohema and later in the rest of the
Enpire, several princes and other secular authorities began to
associ ate thenselves with this fundanental criticism It was
then that this undercurrent cane o the surface and led to
what we now call the Reformation. & one coul d say that in the
era between 1100 and 1800 religion becane nore personal,
al though at the sane tine it remai ned very nuch a public
affair, as the way in which the Reformation succeeded, proves.
After 1800 religion increasingly becane a purely private
matter, of no interest to the public cause.

Maybe it is tinme for another effort to revise the
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periodi sation of European history. | think it is best to | eave
alone the traditional division into the three traditional
periods of ancient, mddle, end nodern, for the reason I

al ready put forth: this sort of threepartite divisions is too
deeply ingrained in the structure of the human mnd, and it is
part of the collective nenory of European culture. The only
possibility that remains to change the story is to nove the
data, to so as to enphasise the two crucial periods of change
in European history: th eras around 1000 and around 1800. The
result would be: Antiquity till the year 1000, the M ddl e Ages
from 1000 to 1800, and Modern Hi story from 1800 on. The

advant ages of such a periodisation are many, not the |east
being that it offers a much clearer view of what is happening
in Western culture at the nonent. It becones immedi ately

obvi ous that nodern Western society does not have its roots in
the sixteenth century, in the era of Renai ssance and

Ref ormati on. Neither is nodern society an invention of the
twel fth century, as sone, nminly Angl o-Saxon, nedievalists
like to maintain. Modern Western society is a child of the

Enl i ghtennent and of the political and industrial revolutions
on both sides of the Atlantic. Industrial society, nass
culture and the national state are three of its main
characteristics, none of which can be found before. The tine
before 1800 belongs to a foregone era, a tinme of tiny villages
and small towns, or, as anthropol ogists would put it, of face-
to-face communities. Atime also of small trade, and of
cottage industry, a tinme of princes, not of nations, atinme in
which writing was nonoplised by a snall elite, comunicating
in the sane | anguage (Latin/French), form ng a Republic of
Letters that united all parts of Europe. That culture of the
Anci en Réginme was forned in the twelfth century, it did not
survive the onslaught of the Anerican and the French

Revol utions. If we want to see ourselves as its heirs all the
sane, then it is necessary to rem nd ourselves with the old
Tal l eyrand, that this world, however sweet and pleasurable it
may have been - at | east for sone, is |lost forever.



