
[image: Cover]


Contents

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Ian Mortimer

Dedication

Title Page

Introduction

1001–1100: The Eleventh Century

The growth of the Western Church

Peace

The discontinuation of slavery

Structural engineering

1101–1200: The Twelfth Century

Population growth

The expansion of the monastic network 

The intellectual renaissance

Medicine

The rule of law

1201–1300: The Thirteenth Century

Commerce

Education

Accountability

Friars

Travel

1301–1400: The Fourteenth Century

The Black Death

Projectile warfare

Nationalism

Vernacular languages

1401–1500: The Fifteenth Century

The age of discovery

Measuring time

Individualism 

Realism and Renaissance naturalism

1501–1600: The Sixteenth Century 

Printed books and literacy

The Reformation

Firearms

The decline of private violence

The foundation of European empires

1601–1700: The Seventeenth Century

The Scientific Revolution

The Medical Revolution

Settlement of the world

The social contract

Rise of the middle classes

1701–1800: The Eighteenth Century

Transport and communications

The Agricultural Revolution

Enlightenment liberalism

Economic theory

The Industrial Revolution 

Political revolution

1801–1900: The Nineteenth Century

Population growth and urbanisation

Transport

Communications

Public health and sanitation

Photography

Social reform

1901–2000: The Twentieth Century

Transport

War

Life expectancy

The media

Electrical and electronic appliances

The invention of the future

Conclusion: Which century saw the most change?

Stability and change

A scale of needs 

Social change in relation to the scale of needs

The end of history?

The principal agent of change

Envoi: Why it matters

Appendix: Population estimates

Picture Section

Picture Credits


Notes

Index

Acknowledgements

Copyright


About the Book

History’s greatest tour guide is back. And he’s ringing the changes.


In a contest of change, which century from the past millennium would come up trumps? Imagine the Black Death took on the female vote in a pub brawl, or the Industrial Revolution faced the internet in a medieval joust – whose side would you be on?


In this hugely entertaining book, celebrated historian Ian Mortimer takes us on a whirlwind tour of Western history, pitting one century against another in his quest to measure change. We journey from a time when there was a fair chance of your village being burnt to the ground by invaders, and dried human dung was a recommended cure for cancer, to a world in which explorers sailed into the unknown and civilisations came into conflict with each other on an epic scale.


Here is a story of godly scientists, shrewd farmers, cold-hearted entrepreneurs and strong-minded women – a story of discovery, invention, revolution and cataclysmic shifts in perspective.


Bursting with ideas and underscored by a wry sense of humour, this is a journey into the past like no other. Our understanding of change will never be the same again – and the lessons we learn along the way are profound ones for us all.



About the Author

Dr Ian Mortimer is the Sunday Times bestselling author of The Time Traveller’s Guide to Medieval England and The Time Traveller’s Guide to Elizabethan England, as well as four critically acclaimed medieval biographies, and numerous scholarly articles on subjects ranging in date from the twelfth to the twentieth centuries.
 

He was elected a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society in 1998. His work on the social history of medicine won the Alexander Prize (2004) and was published by the Royal Historical Society in 2009. He lives with his wife and three children in Moretonhampstead, on the edge of Dartmoor.
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To my children

and all my descendants.

This is the book I feel I was born to write.

That doesn’t mean it is the book you were born to read –

but it might help.



Human Race

10 Centuries of Change on Earth

Ian Mortimer
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Introduction

Printing, gunpowder and the compass – these three have changed the whole face and state of things throughout the world.

Francis Bacon, Novum Organum (1620)

ONE EVENING TOWARDS the end of 1999, I was at home watching the news on television. After the presenter had delivered the main stories of the day, she started to introduce a résumé of what I thought would be the events of the past twelve months, as usual on such late-December evenings. That year, however, she began a review of the whole twentieth century. ‘As we draw to the end of the century that has seen more change than any other . . .’ she began. I caught those words in my mind, held them there, and started thinking about them. What do we really know about change? I wondered. What makes this presenter so confident that the twentieth century saw more change than, say, the nineteenth, when railways transformed the world? Or the sixteenth, when Copernicus suggested that the Earth rotates around the Sun, and Luther broke the Christian Church in two? Soon black-and-white movies, a mushroom cloud, space rockets, cars and computers began to fill my television screen. The presenter’s statement that the twentieth century had seen more change than any other was clearly based on the assumption that ‘change’ is synonymous with technological development – and that the twentieth century’s innovations were without parallel.

In the years that have passed since that day, I have talked about ‘change’ with a great many people. When asked the question ‘Which century saw the most change?’, almost everyone agrees with the newsreader: surely it is the twentieth. Some people laugh at the very idea that I could even consider it to be any other. When pressed to explain, they usually respond by pointing to one or more of five twentieth-century inventions: flight, the atomic bomb, the Moon landing, the Internet and the mobile phone. They seem to believe that these modern achievements make everything else that went before inferior, and that change in previous centuries was barely noticeable by comparison. This seems to me to be an illusion – in respect of the assumptions that modern achievements represent the most significant changes and that pre-modernity was relatively static. Just because a certain development reached its apogee in the twentieth century does not mean that it was then that it changed at the fastest rate. The illusion is further reinforced by the instinct to prioritise events that we have seen with our own eyes, either in the flesh or on TV, over events that do not have a living witness. 

Only a small minority of people immediately see the potential candidature of a century other than the twentieth. This is normally because they have a specialism that makes them acutely aware of the consequences of an earlier technological development – be it the stirrup, the horse-drawn plough, the printing press or the telegraph. I have not kept count, but it would be a fair approximation to say that when I have posed the question ‘Which century saw the most change?’, 95 per cent of people have answered ‘the twentieth century’ for technological reasons; most of the remainder have suggested an earlier century on the strength of a different technological reason; and just a handful of individuals have mentioned a non-technological event prior to 1900, such as the Renaissance or the campaign for the rights of women. As far as I remember, no one has ever suggested a century before 1000, even though one could make a good case for the fifth, which saw the collapse of the western half of the Roman Empire.

Some people reply by asking a question of their own: ‘What do you mean by change?’ On the face of it, it is an obvious response. But it is also a curious one. Everyone knows what change is – an alteration of state. Yet when asked to identify the century that saw the greatest change, people seem to lose their grasp of the meaning of the word. The collective human experience over a long period of time is just too huge in scope for us to think of the myriad changes it incorporates – taken together, all the different factors are unmeasurable. We can calculate certain specific changes across the centuries – life expectancy at birth, reproductive rates, longevity, height, per capita calorific intake, labourers’ average wages – and for a large proportion of the last thousand years we can measure such things as church attendance, levels of violence, relative wealth and literacy; but to measure any one of these things accurately we have to isolate it from all the other aspects of our lives. We cannot measure differences in ways of living. It is like measuring love.

Actually, it is considerably more difficult than measuring love. At least love can be related to a scale – say, from considering sending a Valentine’s Day card to launching a thousand ships to win back your loved one. Lifestyles cannot be related to a scale. Any quantifiable change that might be considered the most significant can be countered by another quantifiable change. For example, the twentieth century certainly saw the greatest growth in expectancy of life at birth: it increased by more than 60 per cent in most European countries. But against this it could be held that individual men and women had much the same potential lifespan in previous centuries. Even in the Middle Ages, some men and women lived to 90 years of age or more. St Gilbert of Sempringham died in 1189 at the age of 106; Sir John de Sully died in 1387 at 105. Very few people today live any longer than that. True, there were comparatively few octogenarians in the Middle Ages – 50 per cent of babies did not even reach adulthood – but in terms of the maximum lifespan possible, there was little change across the whole millennium. As soon as people try to find a measurable fact with which to answer the ‘greatest change’ question, other measurable facts get in the way. Why select one rather than another? As the example of life expectancy as opposed to life potential shows, it is purely a matter of personal preference. 

This might suggest that the question is nothing more than a parlour game: a matter of curiosity and amusing debate, along the lines of ‘Who was the greatest king of England?’ But actually it is a serious matter. As I have tried to show in my Time Traveller’s Guides, understanding human society in different periods of time gives us a more profound view of the nature of mankind than the relatively superficial impressions we get by looking at the way we live today. History helps us to see the full range of our capabilities and inabilities as a species; it is not just a nostalgic look back on the way things were. You cannot get the present in perspective without looking at the past. It is only through looking back to the fourteenth century, for example, that we can see how resilient we are in the face of adversities as cataclysmic as the Black Death. It is only through looking back to events such as the Second World War that we can see how innovative, highly organised and productive we can be when faced with a massive crisis. Similarly, looking at the history of Western governments over the last hundred years teaches us how myopic and short-termist we are in today’s Western democracies, in which politicians pander to the whims of society and seek instant solutions to our problems. Only dictators plan for a thousand years. It is history that teaches us how violent, sexist and cruel our own societies have been – and could be again. While historical study has many purposes, from understanding how our modern world has evolved to learning how we entertain ourselves, the most profound purpose of all is to reveal something of the nature of humanity, in all its extremes. 

This book is my somewhat belated response to the question implied by that newsreader in December 1999. However, I ought to say that in attempting to determine the century that has seen more change than any other, I have set certain parameters. The first is that I deliberately retain the ambiguous and vague definition of ‘change’ so as to encompass the greatest range of potential developments that might be considered within each century. Only in the Conclusion do I attempt to disentangle and grade them. The second is that I consider just ten centuries: the millennium that constituted the run-up to the year 2000. This is not to deny the importance of earlier periods but rather to keep Western culture in focus. I did not want this book to become yet another list of ‘turning points’ in world history. The third is that the book is about change within Western culture, which is largely a product of the countries that constituted Christendom in the Middle Ages. I only expand the study to a wider context in those centuries in which the inheritors of that Latin-writing world themselves reached beyond the oceans. Thus in this book ‘the West’ is not a geographical unit but an expanding cultural network originally centred on the Christian kingdoms of medieval Europe. Obviously I do not mean to belittle medieval cultures outside Europe – this book is about change, not pre-eminence. If I had considered my question since the birth of Homo sapiens as a species, Africa would have featured heavily. If I had considered it from the end of the last Ice Age, the Middle East would have figured more prominently. If I had attempted to chart all the significant ups and downs of human civilisation, factors such as the use of tools, the control of fire, the inventions of the wheel and the boat, and the development of language and religion would all have been taken into consideration. But these are other histories, and beyond the parameters of this book. 

While this book is not a history of the whole world, it is also not a comprehensive history of a set of countries or a region. Many of the greatest events in national histories do not feature here, or are mentioned only in passing. Although certain invasions marked significant national changes – the Norman conquest of England, for example, or the arrival of US Commodore Perry in Tokyo Harbour in 1853 – these were relatively local events. Geographically specific elements can be part of the main story (for instance, the Italian Renaissance and the French Revolution) but most of them are peripheral to my central question. German unification was of little importance to, say, the Portuguese, and the Norman invasion of England was of no great interest to Sicilians, who had a Norman invasion of their own with which to contend. Similarly, the rise of slavery in America and the Caribbean appears only in a subsection of the chapter on the seventeenth century. This is because the resurgence of slavery took place on the periphery of what was then the West. Seventeenth-century Europeans were more directly affected by the less substantial white slave trade, which saw hundreds of thousands of people from Western Europe stolen by Barbary pirates and sold into slavery in North Africa. But even that did not affect Western culture as much as the five major changes selected for that chapter. The resurgence of slavery, like many national battles, should certainly feature in any world history but this book is no such thing. It is a synthesis of thinking about the development of the West in order to answer a specific question. 

This focus on the question means that certain individuals and themes are also given less prominence than they usually receive in general history books. Friends and colleagues have asked ‘How can you ignore Leonardo da Vinci?’ and ‘How can you leave out music?’ Although Leonardo was an astonishingly talented man, his technological speculations had almost no impact on anyone in his lifetime. Very few people read his notebooks, nor did they build his inventions. His only important legacy was his painting, but, frankly, I don’t see that my way of life would be very different today if one or two Renaissance painters had not been born. Had no one painted portraits that would be a different matter, but the influence of one individual artist is relatively small compared to the impact of, say, Luther or Copernicus. As for music, it is common in every country and has been so for more than a thousand years. Instruments, tunes and harmonies might have altered in form, and there is a case to be made for the ability to record music being a profound change, but the production of music is one of the great constants in human life, and interesting more for its ubiquity than its ability to alter the way we live. 

It seems self-evident that the most important changes are those that go beyond national boundaries, entertainment and spiritual values. The most significant ones have an impact far outside their own fields. A scientist who only affects other scientists is, in the context of this book, comparatively inconsequential; likewise a historian who only influences our ideas about the past, or a great philosopher whose ideas only affect other thinkers. A friend of mine who knows far more about philosophy than I do thought it strange to read a book that pays so much attention to Voltaire and Rousseau but hardly mentions Hume and Kant, whom he considers far more important. But as he readily acknowledged, this is not a history of philosophy. It just so happens that the messages that Voltaire and Rousseau circulated had a direct impact on the political thinking of the eighteenth century. Kant is barely mentioned for much the same reason that Mozart scarcely appears: his legacy did not directly touch on one of the key changes of the last three centuries. The Parisian revolutionaries in 1789 did not storm the Bastille demanding that the nobility obey Kant’s ‘categorical imperative’; their leaders were inspired by Rousseau’s social contract. 

In the course of writing this book, I have repeatedly encountered one particular problem. Many of the most important developments in Western culture do not fit neatly within the borders of a single century. So should we consider the development in question when it started or when it had its greatest impact? Do we locate an invention when it was invented or when it became ubiquitous? There is no easy answer to this. On the one hand, it seems obvious that an invention does not change the world until it becomes widely used. Thus the internal combustion engine is described in relation to the twentieth century, not the nineteenth. On the other hand, however, if you only describe a development when its use became common, you ignore its early impact. Most people in the West were unable to read before the nineteenth century, but it would be a grave mistake to ignore the earlier developments in education, particularly those of the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries. Also, if we delay describing some developments until they become ubiquitous, they tend to bunch up, creating the false sense of a sudden surge of change in a later century and an equally artificial sense of stasis in the previous one. To describe the Industrial Revolution wholly as a nineteenth-century phenomenon, for example, would be to diminish the sense of industrial change in the eighteenth. It would also ignore people’s awareness of technological change happening around them, which considerably pre-dated the point at which they themselves started wearing machine-made clothes. Thus a degree of flexibility has been employed. In response to that newsreader’s assertion in 1999, I find it more important that readers understand the wide range of changes that took place over many centuries, rather than setting some arbitrary rules that result in a misrepresentation of the past.

In 2009, I was commissioned to deliver a lecture to celebrate the 1,100th anniversary of the foundation of the diocese of Exeter, in south-west England. I took as my theme the question at the heart of this book: which of the last eleven centuries saw the most change? For that occasion I felt I needed not just to illustrate the various changes that had taken place since AD 909 but also to come to some conclusion. In the course of preparing the talk, a pattern emerged from my study that left me thinking that a certain threshold was passed within the time frame under consideration, and that this would continue to affect humanity for ever. The conclusion of this book has developed that original insight. I believe that if humanity survives another thousand years, the change I have selected as the most profound will be regarded as an archetypal moment in human history – as important as the ancient inventions that formed our culture: language, writing, fire, the boat, the wheel and religion. 

Rethinking the question in the years since 2009, and walking through high-shelved corridors and library halls to research this book more thoroughly, I have felt overwhelmed by the scholarship of our society, especially the output of the last 60 years. In one library I was struck motionless by the feeling of never being able to know enough to write a book like this properly. Several centuries have threatened to overwhelm me, towering above me like huge shadows. I faced a wall of books about the Crusades and felt as nameless and insignificant as the people hacked to death in the streets of Jerusalem in 1099. I walked into a room full of books about eighteenth-century France and almost despaired. Any historian who does not retain a degree of humility in confronting so much evidence is deceiving himself, and anyone who does not admit to his or her inadequacy in writing authoritatively about the human past on this scale is a fraud. Of course I would very much like to know everything in order to supply the most thorough and well-informed answer possible to the question I have raised, but there is only so much information the human mind can retain. In my case I have had the advantage of working in the field of English history since my teenage years, first as an amateur, then as a student, an archivist, and finally as a professional historian and writer. As it is English history that I have researched for thirty years, there is an inevitable imbalance in this book in that most of the statistics I quote relate to England, but my choice of changes has not been limited to those that have affected this country. Rather I have selected subjects that affected a major part or all of the West and I have used English facts and figures where they illustrate the practical aspects of a change or to convey a sense of proportion. That seemed better than ignoring my field of expertise in order to even out the geographical imbalance. 

It may well be that you do not agree with my choice of the century that saw the most change. It may well be that you remain defiantly convinced that none of the wars, famines, plagues and social revolutions of the past are as significant as being able to use a mobile phone or buy your weekly groceries via the Internet. It does not matter. The aim of this book is to provoke discussion about what we are and what we have done over the course of a thousand years, as well as what we are capable of doing and what is beyond our capabilities, and to estimate what our extraordinary experiences over the last ten centuries mean for the human race. If a few more people discuss such questions, and thereby realise something about human nature over the long term and consider how that insight can be applied to the future, it will have succeeded.

Ian Mortimer 

Moretonhampstead, Devon

July 2014



1001–1100

The Eleventh Century

I AM WRITING these words on the top floor of a three-storey house in a small town called Moretonhampstead – or ‘Moreton’ as most people call it here – which is situated on the eastern edge of Dartmoor in Devon, south-west England. It bore the same name, Moreton – ‘the place in the moor’ – in the eleventh century. However, the name and the granite bedrock on which it is built are about the only things that have not changed over the intervening period. One thousand years ago there were no three-storey houses here. There weren’t even any two-storey ones. The dozen or so families resident in the area lived in small rectangular huts of stone and earth. The one room was heated by a central hearth, from which smoke billowed up to the blackened rafters. These houses were cut low into the hills to avoid the weather coming off the moor, and were roofed with thatch of bracken or straw. The inhabitants lived a tough life, eating mainly vegetables, cheese and the hardy grains that they could grow in the acid soil, such as rye, oats and vetches. No one could read or write; there were no priests here, no parish church. There may have been a crudely carved granite font in the house belonging to the king’s bailiff, and a cross where an itinerant preacher would tell stories from the New Testament, but that was all. Although some twenty religious communities are known to have existed in Devon at that time, the nearest two were the bishop’s modest cathedral at Crediton, some 13 miles to the north, and a small monastery in Exeter, 13 miles to the east. Neither of these amounted to much more than a small oratory attended by a handful of priests. The visit of a holy man to Moreton would have been a rare event. So would a feast.

The differences between ways of life then and now are all the more profound when you start to examine the things we take for granted. For example, virtually everything I own was purchased at some point, whether by me, my friends or my family. My predecessor living in Moreton in the year 1001, on the other hand, might never have handled money in his life. It did exist, in the form of silver pennies – King Ethelred the Unready minted considerable numbers of them to pay the invading Danes – but for a householder living in Moreton in 1001 there was little to buy: he had to make most things himself. If he wanted a bowl, he had to carve one out of wood. If he wanted a cloak, he had to obtain wool from local sheep, twist it by hand into thread, weave it into cloth, and finally tailor it. If he wanted to dye his new cloak, he had to prepare the colours from natural plant dyes, such as woad (blue) or madder roots (red). If he had to pay for any of these things, it would be an exchange in kind: he would probably offer animals, skins, meat or eggs – or that bowl he had so laboriously carved. There was simply very little need for cash: most householders only needed it to pay rent to their lord or to acquire something like a cauldron, a knife or an axe that could not be made locally. As a result of this scarcity of coin, hardly any silver hoards from this period have been found in the West Country. Coin production in Europe as a whole was very small, but in Devon it was almost unknown.1

The one place where you would have needed silver pennies was a market town. In the early eleventh century, however, there were only four such places in the whole of Devon: Exeter (13 miles), Totnes (22 miles), Lydford (on the other side of a trackless and boggy moor), and Barnstaple (38 miles). Even travelling the relatively short distance to Exeter, the nearest of these, would have been difficult. It was dangerous for a man to be alone on the forest paths, for he risked being attacked by thieves or even by wolves, which were still roaming wild in England. The trackways were rough and you would have had to ford the River Teign, which in winter had the force to sweep people off their feet. It was also risky to leave your property and family unattended back home, as they might be set upon by outlaws. As a consequence, ordinary people in 1001 did not travel far. The social structures that would require their descendants to journey considerable distances – the courts, Parliament, fairs and networks of religious orders – barely existed. People living in this far-flung corner of Christendom stayed among their own kind, where they felt safe: neighbours and kinsmen were the only people on whom they could depend to protect them and their families, to trade fairly with them, and to help them in times of famine. 

In this way we begin to touch upon the real differences between my way of life and that of my predecessors in Moretonhampstead. The human race in 1001 was not just illiterate, superstitious, ignorant of the outside world and devoid of spiritual supervision; it faced continual hardships and dangers. Hunger and deprivation were widespread. Society was violent, and to protect yourself you had to meet force with force. In addition to the home-grown thieves and murderers, Vikings had attacked England intermittently over the last two centuries. In 997 they burnt the small market town of Lydford, on the north-western side of Dartmoor, and destroyed the abbey of Tavistock to the south-west. In 1001 they returned to Devon and attacked and burnt Exeter before turning east (fortunately for Moreton) and destroying the villages of Broadclyst and Pinhoe. But there was no guarantee that they would not return next year, sail up the River Exe to Exeter, and then try their luck to the west. King Ethelred could not have dragged his army along the remnants of Roman roads as far as Devon and through the forest paths to Moreton quickly enough to save the villagers from such attacks, even if he had wanted to do so. If the Vikings were to return, all the villagers could do was gather up their children and run and hide on the barren moor or in the woods. 

How representative is this description of other parts of Christendom? As you would expect, there were significant variations even within England. If you travelled the 13 miles over the hills from Moreton to Crediton, you would find a more heavily populated manor, where the bishop of Devon was the lord. In his house you would even discover a couple of manuscript books: one about the early Christian martyrs and the other an encyclopedia compiled by the ninth-century French scholar Hrabanus Maurus. If you left Crediton and travelled into Exeter, you would find merchants and priests living within the old Roman walls. There was a market at the centre of town but still you would have been struck by the agricultural appearance of the place, which was home to fewer than a thousand souls. Winchester, then the capital of England, had a population of about 6,000. London, the largest urban settlement in the kingdom, had more than 10,000, many of whom resided in Lundenwic, or Aldwych, the port to the west of the city. In the south-eastern counties there were more people, more churches, and thus more priests than in Devon. There, coins were more regularly used and markets more common. Kent, for example, had 10 boroughs or places with a market (3.5 per 500 square miles, compared to Devon’s 0.8), with a commensurately greater level of local travel. Even some long-distance journeys were undertaken: London toll regulations refer to traders arriving from Normandy. But although the Viking attacks had not entirely extinguished international trade, their threat was universal. And so was the fear of violence.

Further afield, you would have found even greater variations. Differences in economic prosperity and urban sophistication were to be seen all across Europe. With regard to religion, in 1001 Christendom was on the brink of achieving its familiar pan-European form. Wales, Scotland and Ireland were all independent Christian countries but with violent internal divisions even more marked than those of England. Scandinavia was only partially converted to Christianity, with areas of Norway resisting conversion. In eastern Europe, the kingdom of Poland had become Christian in 966. The kingdom of Lithuania remained pagan, as did the Slavs, but the kingdom of Kiev – lorded over by the Rus, the Vikings who gave their name to Russia – had started to turn to Christianity in 988. The Magyars lived in what is now Hungary. A century earlier, they had pushed into western Europe, fighting their way through the Holy Roman Empire into Burgundy and France, where they continued to raid until 955. In 1001 they too were in the process of being converted to Christianity by the recently crowned King Stephen I, who had defeated his pagan uncle. In the north of Spain, the Christian kingdoms of León (including Castile) and Navarre (including Aragon), and the independent county of Barcelona had started the Reconquista: the fight to recover what is now Spain and Portugal from the Muslim caliphate of Córdoba that would last until the end of the fifteenth century. Thus Christendom was expanding rapidly from its central core into northern, eastern and southern Europe – but not without a daily breaking of the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill.’

The central core of the Christian world was dominated by the Holy Roman Empire, which stretched from the north coast of Germany all the way south to Rome and included Austria, northern Italy and Lotharingia (comprising the Low Countries, eastern France and the Rhineland). It was governed by the Holy Roman Emperor, who was often the ruler of one of its many constituent duchies, magravates, counties or kingdoms. In his capacity as emperor, however, he was an elected spiritual monarch, chosen by a college of archbishops and secular lords. The empire’s neighbour to the west, the Christian kingdom of France, was ruled by the recently established dynasty of Hugh Capet, but it was only about half the size of modern France. To the south-east there was the independent Christian kingdom of Burgundy, which reached from Auxerre to Switzerland and down to the Mediterranean coast of Provence. 

It was in the Mediterranean kingdoms that daily life was most markedly different from England. Córdoba was one of the richest and most sophisticated cities in the world, with levels of trade and learning that outstripped anything to be found in Christendom; perhaps as many as half a million people lived there. The architecture was on a truly splendid scale – as shown by the Great Mosque, which still stands today. It was said that the caliph’s library housed more than 400,000 volumes. In Italy, people were living in towns more or less as they had done in the days of the Roman Empire. It was home to the largest trading settlements in western Christendom: Pavia, Milan and Amalfi each had perhaps 12–15,000 inhabitants, with the maritime states of Venice, Pisa and Genoa following close behind. 

The only part of Christendom as wealthy and sophisticated as the caliphate of Córdoba was the Byzantine Empire, in particular its capital city, Constantinople, which was at the height of its prosperity in the early eleventh century. Estimates vary wildly, but its population was probably around 400,000. It also had a highly developed judicial system, economic links across the Middle East, and jaw-dropping wealth. From the Great Palace, the emperor in 1001, Basil II, commanded an area that covered the whole of the north-eastern Mediterranean coast, including southern Italy, most of the Balkans, Greece and Anatolia (modern Turkey) as far as the border with Palestine. He also ruled the Greek islands, Cyprus, Crete and part of the northern coast of the Black Sea. Near the Great Palace was the church of St Sophia, with a massive dome 182 feet in height – it was by far the largest building in Christendom. Works of art had been collected from all over the ancient world by the fourth-century Roman emperor Constantine and placed here to adorn the city he had made his capital. Ancient Greek bronze sculptures stood near Ancient Egyptian obelisks. In 1001, Rome, the original capital of the empire, was insignificant by comparison: its walls surrounded an area only half the size of Constantinople, its artworks had fallen or been stolen, and sheep and cattle now grazed among the ruins on the city’s famous hills. As for the rest of Christendom, the sophisticated Byzantines regarded them as mere barbarians. 

Given these extremes – from a handful of self-sufficient farmers struggling to get by in their earth-walled houses on the wet hills of Moreton to the gilded brilliance of Muslim Córdoba and the huge wealth of Christian Constantinople – it might seem impossible to identify developments that changed the whole of the nascent Western world. And yet despite everything that divided them, they had more in common than contemporaries would have realised. When the bishop of Barcelona wished to buy two rare books from a Jew in 1043, he did not pay in silver but with a house and a piece of land, showing that non-monetary purchases might be undertaken even by the educated and prosperous citizens of the Mediterranean region.2 If a famine gripped Europe, everyone suffered – including the Byzantines, who saw high prices and reduced trade. If a disease spread anywhere in Christendom, it killed rich and poor alike. And no one, anywhere, was ever free from the violence of the time. England was conquered by Duke William of Normandy in 1066, and it was another Norman, Robert Guiscard, who occupied the southern Italian possessions of the Byzantine Empire in 1060–8. True to the saying that ‘he who has the most has the most to lose’, the Byzantine emperor, Romanos Diogenes, was captured at the Battle of Manzikert in 1071, and as a result of this defeat, Anatolia was lost to the Seljuk Turks. While he was still a captive, a coup d’état toppled him from power in Constantinople. Later he was blinded, and died of his injuries in a monastery. Frankly, he would have been safer in Moreton. 

The growth of the Western Church

There is no doubt that most scholars would identify the rise of the Roman Catholic Church as the single greatest change of the eleventh century. It was a consequence, in part at least, of the states on the periphery of Christendom turning to the Church of Rome. This geographical expansion underpinned the rise of the papacy as a pan-European power, with wide-ranging political and moral authority. It also led to an increase in the power of the Church generally, and thus brought about a series of changes that affected the whole of society. Without this growth, the Middle Ages would not have unfolded in the way they did. 

Between 955 and 1100, Western Christendom doubled in size. It was not an instantaneous transformation: many places resisted the Christian faith for decades, but over the period almost the whole of western Europe came to live and worship under the cross. The reasons for this are complex; no doubt missionary zeal played its part, but a more important factor was the desire among rulers either to stabilise their realm against violent neighbours, or to extend their authority by conquering new lands. To do either of these things they needed alliances, and the Catholic Church provided a moral framework within which to establish bonds of trust. And as more princes adopted the Catholic faith, the Church became ever more powerful and attractive – a snowball effect – making the localised pagan religions insignificant. On top of this, rulers saw advantages in adopting a religion that was essentially a dictatorship. The Catholic Church reinforced a monarch’s own authority and, through its hierarchical philosophy, helped him stabilise and control his kingdom. 

In return, such a rapidly growing patrimony naturally increased the political power of the pope, though it intensified his rivalry with the patriarch of Constantinople. Nominally the pope, as the successor of Rome’s first bishop, St Peter, took precedence, but this primacy was rarely stated overtly and thus was open to question. In an attempt to clarify matters, Pope Leo IX sent a delegation to Constantinople in 1054, charging its members with requiring the patriarch, Cerularius, to acknowledge the supremacy of the Roman pontiff. The fine political balance of the past was upset – and so was Cerularius. He flatly denied that the Roman Church had authority over the Byzantine Empire. The Roman delegates duly excommunicated him; Cerularius replied by excommunicating them. From that moment on, the Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox churches went their separate ways. Hence the year 1054 is seen as a momentous date in the history of the Church. In reality it was just the formal recognition of a division that had been growing for centuries. Significantly for the pope, however, it was the patriarch who was soon on the back foot, following the collapse of Byzantine authority in Italy in the 1060s and the loss of Anatolia in 1071.

The growing power of the pope also put him at loggerheads with the Holy Roman Emperor. In 1001, there was as yet no official mechanism for the appointment of a new pope. Sometimes the noble families of Rome would choose one of their own; sometimes they would accept the nomination of the Holy Roman Emperor. The emperor maintained the right to appoint the man he thought best suited for the position, whether that meant a direct appointment or a rigged election. As a consequence, there was often conflict, with the pope occasionally being deposed by the emperor and replaced with an imperial sycophant. In 1046, when Henry III succeeded as king of the Germans and came to Rome to be anointed as emperor, he found three popes simultaneously claiming the title of pontiff. These were Benedict IX, who had sold the papal title but then refused to give it up; Gregory VI, the man who had purchased it from him; and Sylvester III, the local choice. Not wanting his imperial title to be sullied by doubt, Henry III summoned the Council of Sutri, at which all three popes were deposed; the emperor then appointed his own confessor as the next pope, Clement II. But the problem of appointment soon arose again. In 1058, two rival popes, Benedict X and Nicholas II, went to war with each other. The following year, Nicholas II prevailed and issued the papal bull In nomine Domini, which laid down the rule that all future popes were to be elected by the College of Cardinals, in secret, without the Holy Roman Emperor’s intervention.

In nomine Domini was just the first of a series of reforms promulgated by the Church’s cardinals, the most prominent of whom was Hildebrand, who would later become Pope Gregory VII. These reforms tended to set priests apart from all other men. Catholic clergy – from parish priests to bishops – were now prohibited from marrying. They were required to look like Latin clergymen – tonsured and clean-shaven – and to speak like them too, using only Latin in their religious services. They were prohibited from buying and selling ecclesiastical offices, a practice known as simony. They were removed from the jurisdiction of secular courts and tried by their bishop’s ecclesiastical court, in which they could not be sentenced to death. Most important of all, the reforms proscribed lay investiture. This meant that, in theory, no secular lord could appoint an ecclesiastical official; the senior clergy, including all the bishops and archdeacons in Christendom, had to be appointed by the pope. Gregory VII even extended his authority over the Holy Roman Emperor: he twice excommunicated Henry IV and on one occasion forced him to walk barefoot across the Alps in a hair shirt to beg forgiveness from him at Canossa. Although the reforms took time to come to fruition – many resisted the ban on clerical marriage and some rulers refused to give up the right to appoint senior clergymen – their impact was huge. By 1100, the Church had become an independent political and religious body that incorporated all the kingdoms from Norway to Sicily and from Iceland to Poland, and exercised varying degrees of influence over what people were beginning to call ‘the Latin World’.

The growth of papal power was accompanied by an intensification of Church authority at grass-roots level. Priests were established as permanent ecclesiastical agents within communities. Religious focal points – which, as we have seen in Moreton, in 1001 had been little more than crosses for public preaching and baptismal fonts in manor houses – were increasingly turned into churches in the proper sense of the word, paid for by the communities that wished to worship in them. We have already seen that at the opening of the eleventh century, the bishop of Devon, who nominally administered an area of 2,590 square miles, exercised authority over barely two dozen established priestly communities. The bishop of Paderborn in Lotharingia similarly administered only 29 churches within his diocese of 1,158 square miles.3 By 1100, however, their successor bishops each supervised hundreds of parishes. In some parts of England the process of parochialisation was almost complete by the end of the century. No fewer than 147 churches are mentioned in Domesday Book (1086) for the county of Kent; however, the contemporary collection of documents, Domesday Monachorum, suggests that there were twice that number, showing the parish system was already fully formed there.4 Much the same can be said for Sussex, where at least 183 of its eventual total of 250 medieval parish churches had been built by 1100.5 The populous and rich areas of Norfolk and Suffolk had even more churches. 

In addition to the priests who served these congregations, a whole hierarchy of senior clergy was appointed. Archdeacons served under bishops as spiritual administrators of a given region. Deans were chosen to supervise collegiate churches. Northern European bishops were no longer situated in quiet places somewhere in the countryside; they moved into towns, in emulation of their southern European counterparts. In England, the bishop of Crediton moved to Exeter in 1050; the bishop of Dorchester relocated to Lincoln in 1072; the bishop of Selsey moved to Chichester in 1075; the bishop of Sherborne went off to Old Sarum (later Salisbury) in 1078; and the bishop of Elmham moved first to Thetford in 1072 and then to Norwich about 1095. By 1100, the English bishops were all established in towns – places with better infrastructure and faster communications. You could say that, whereas in 1001 it was rare to see any priests, in 1100 it was hard to get away from them. 

In addition to the parish priests, archdeacons, bishops and archbishops, the pope presided over the monks whose numbers were growing with extraordinary rapidity. In the early tenth century, the duke of Aquitaine had founded a monastery at Cluny along revolutionary lines. Like other monasteries of the time, it was to follow the Rule of St Benedict; unlike other monasteries, however, it was to do so very strictly. Cluniac monks were forbidden from sexual intercourse and all forms of corruption, including simony and nepotism, and fell under the direct jurisdiction of the pope. Yet the most important element of the Cluniac way of life was a return to prayer as the monks’ key occupation. Labourers were employed to work in the monastery’s fields, which freed the monks to perform the liturgy. The new monastic model appealed to members of noble families, who considered manual labour to be beneath them. Cluny thus soon attracted both followers and wealth. It also drew very capable men to be abbots. More monasteries linked to the mother house of Cluny were established, and in the eleventh century this became the first proper monastic order in Christendom. At its height, the Clunic order comprised nearly a thousand monasteries throughout Europe. The whole project demonstrated the power of an organisation of religious houses under a single leadership. Soon even stricter monastic orders were established, such as the Carthusians in 1084 and the Cistercians in 1098. 

If it seems that an army of monks and priests was on the move, headed by their papal commander-in-chief, then that is not far from the truth. In 1095, at Clermont in France, Pope Urban II held a council that marked a watershed in the growing influence of the Latin Church. The Byzantine emperor, Alexis Comnenus, buckling under the force of the Seljuk Turks in Anatolia, had asked Urban II to exert pressure on the nobles in the west to send military aid to their Christian brothers in the east. What a turnaround! At the beginning of the eleventh century, Constantinople had thought of Rome as uncivilised; in 1054, its patriarch had excommunicated the pope’s legates; but in 1095, the Byzantines saw the pope as their potential saviour. Urban II, keen to heal the divide of the Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches, and hoping finally to assert papal supremacy over the whole of Christendom, was eager to assist. On 27 November, he preached a sermon to a large crowd in which he urged Christian men to desist from fighting each other and to go to Jerusalem to recover the holy seat of their lord, Jesus Christ, from the rule of the Fatimid caliph. His appeal received an ecstatic response and led directly to several waves of armed pilgrimage to the Holy Land, most notably the First Crusade. This expedition of Frankish and Norman nobles swept through Anatolia and Syria, conquering the great city of Antioch on the way to Jerusalem, which fell to their army on 15 July 1099. This in itself was extraordinary. Just imagine setting out from France on foot today for Jerusalem. Now imagine doing it without any guidebooks, phrasebooks or money, facing incredible heat and large numbers of heavily armed enemies. And imagine doing it without having ever travelled more than a few miles from your native village. The very drama of setting out on a Crusade is impossible for us fully to appreciate. But urging people to fight their way to the ends of the Earth is a measure of how far the Church had come.

This had been an astonishing century for the Catholic Church. At the start of the period the pope had been hired and fired by the emperor. He could rely very little on the kings and dukes of Christendom who were embroiled in war. He could not exert his authority because necessary administrative and communication structures were patchy or non-existent. Where there were priests, they often defied religious expectations by using their own languages and customs, buying and selling offices, marrying, and behaving altogether like secular men. However, by the end of the century, the Catholic Church was united, centralised, organised, powerful and expanding. It was able to bring the emperor barefoot across the Alps and even to instigate the conquest of the Holy Land. It promoted literacy, book composition and the stimulation of intellectual activity across the whole continent. But its real triumph was in exerting its authority at grass-roots level. The eleventh century was when the Catholic Church changed from being simply a faith into which people were baptised to being a vast, organised system that governed how they lived and died.

Peace

There is a measure of irony in describing the First Crusade and then claiming that one of the greatest changes of the eleventh century was the growth of peace. The irony is all the greater when you consider that one of the reasons for the peace – or, rather, the lack of conflict – was the agency of the Church, which in 1095 had urged its members to wage war. Nevertheless, if you compare the Europe of 1001 with that of 1100, the latter is so much less violent that there can be no doubt that peace was one of the biggest changes of the eleventh century. 

To understand this apparent contradiction it is necessary to consider the violence in context. Yes, the eleventh century saw a whole succession of wars, but the very word ‘war’ is significant here. When the Vikings attacked Devon in 997 and 1001, they were not fighting a war; they were carrying out the daily acts of aggression celebrated by a society whose culture endorsed violence as a way of life. Likewise, when the Magyars invaded the Holy Roman Empire and the Muslim general Almanzor attacked the kingdom of León, these hostilities were part of ongoing cultural conflicts. Each side understood itself naturally to be the mortal enemy of the other. When the pagan kingdoms on the perimeters of Christendom were converted, they swapped outright enmity for cultural fraternity and cautious coexistence. They might still go to war, and, as we have seen, even popes might fight each other. However, these were political wars to resolve a specific dispute, limited in their duration; conflict was no longer a daily occurrence. The Norman conquests of England (1066–71) and southern Italy (over the course of the eleventh century) were among the last Viking-style invasions of established Christian kingdoms. A permanent state of regular killing, which once had existed throughout Christendom, had by 1100 been pushed to the periphery and beyond, into the lands of pagan adversaries: the Córdoban Muslims, the Seljuk Turks and the heathen Lithuanians and Slavs. 

The process by which European society shrugged off the old culture of universal violence was not just down to old pagan enemies becoming new Christian friends. It was also due to socio-economic changes, most notably the emergence of the feudal system. At the time of the Viking and Magyar invasions, European armies had fought on foot; they were no match for fast-moving maritime attackers or marauders on horseback. In order to preserve their lands and people, the rulers of Europe thus created specialist forces of mounted soldiers, whose armour, manoeuvrability and rapid redeployment could hold invaders in check. But warhorses were exceedingly expensive, and so was the chain mail that such knights were increasingly required to wear. Moreover, years of training, starting from boyhood, were required to fight on horseback. Thus the great nobles of Europe endowed these knights and their families with considerable estates: a new privileged class was created to sustain this military force. The feudal system was a reciprocal arrangement by which local communities fed and equipped their armed lords and were protected by them. This process, which was well under way by 1001, made it increasingly difficult for invaders to exploit the hitherto poorly defended European peasantry. The word ‘feudal’ might have negative connotations in the modern world, but in 1100 it meant that Christian Europe was better defended than it had been before. 

It has to be said that the establishment of a class of feudal lords to defend Christendom against external enemies encouraged violence of a different kind, namely between the lords themselves. Indeed, the Norman chronicler William of Poitiers contrasted the frequent bloodshed in feudal Normandy, where neighbouring lords fought each other, with the relative peace of Anglo-Saxon England before 1066. However, there were a number of pressures on lords that encouraged peace. Several of these were pioneered by the Church, which actively pursued innovative ways of dampening violence. For example, a lord could be forced to do penance when he committed an act of unspeakable cruelty. One man who has gone down in history as committing more than his fair share of such acts is Fulk Nerra, Count of Anjou. On discovering that his wife had committed adultery with a farmer, he burnt her at the stake in her wedding dress. When he instigated a massacre so horrifying that the Church could not let it pass without recrimination, he was ordered to undertake a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. After another atrocity, he was made to build a new monastery where priests would pray for his soul. By the time he died in 1040, Fulk had completed two pilgrimages to Jerusalem and founded two monasteries. While the Church clearly failed to curb all of his violent tendencies, it did manage to make an example of his black reputation, forcing him to perform these penances. Others no doubt took note. And one wonders how many more violent acts Fulk would have committed if there had been no restraint at all upon his temper. Ironically, on the strength of his pilgrimages and monastic foundations, some historians have referred to him as pious.

A second strategy devised by the Church to curtail violence was the movement known as the Peace of God, which had started in France in the late tenth century. This entailed the forceful use of religious propaganda – particularly the carrying of saints’ relics in processions – to urge lords to make peace, and to protect women, priests, pilgrims, merchants and farmers from the destruction of war. We may take a cynical view of such measures but in the eleventh century superstitious belief in the power of relics to inflict mortal damage on a person who broke his religious oath was not just widely held, it was intensely believed. It took on a special significance around the year 1033, which was understood to mark the millennium of Christ’s death. Another movement was that of the Truce of God. This initially prohibited all warfare from Friday night until first thing on Monday morning, as well as on the feast days of major saints. In the 1040s it was extended to prohibit men over the age of twelve from fighting between Wednesday evening and Monday morning and throughout Lent and Advent. It has to be said that it was not wholly successful: the Battle of Hastings was fought on a Saturday, so both Saxons and Normans broke the Truce of God. Nevertheless, it was constantly reaffirmed by ecclesiastical councils. Consequently lords were regularly reminded that the Church did not condone fighting among Christians. As Pope Urban made clear in his sermon at Clermont at the end of the century, if Christians really had to fight then they should direct their energies against the enemies of Christendom.

It is easy for us to mock churchmen who thought they could ban warfare from teatime on Wednesday until nine o’clock on Monday morning but these movements had more force than the Church alone could exert, for they advocated a morality that kings also endorsed. It was hugely destructive to a ruler’s interests if his vassals directed their resources and energies against each other. For this reason, both William the Conqueror and the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry IV, championed the Truce of God. In addition, secular rulers had methods of their own to preserve peace. In England, William purposely distributed his lords’ manors in small, separate parcels across the country, reducing their ability to control any stretch of land as a sub-kingdom. In addition, every manor was held personally from the king, so the bonds of fealty kept his vassals at peace. These bonds also meant that a king’s expectations of propriety had to be obeyed. Whether it was a Monday morning or a Saturday afternoon, the rules of war applied, and they often included the Church’s proscriptions. The slow process of containing and controlling Christian violence had begun. 

The discontinuation of slavery 

The French historian Marc Bloch declared that the disappearance of slavery constituted ‘one of the most profound [transformations] . . . that Mankind has ever known’.6 Without a doubt, slavery’s demise was a considerable change in European society over the period 900–1200, but it was a complex process. For a start, as that time range indicates, it was not a sudden and complete ‘abolition’: there were still slaves in the West in the thirteenth century, and several centuries after that in eastern Europe. Also, not all slaves experienced the same conditions of slavery: different countries had different laws restricting what a man might do with his slaves. On top of these factors, it is not always clear how slavery relates to other forms of servitude, especially the position of the serf or unfree peasant. Nevertheless, significant steps to limit slavery were taken in the eleventh century that led to its gradual disappearance in the West – hence the introduction of the subject here. 

Slavery is an ancient institution, and medieval slavery had its origins in the Roman Empire. The Roman legal principle of dominium held that ownership of things went far further than simply owning them; it extended to doing what you liked with them – and ‘things’ included people. After the Western Roman Empire broke up in the fifth century, each of the new kingdoms that emerged applied its own limits to this principle, and both slaves and slave owners fell under the kingdom’s own laws. Different rules developed about whether a free woman who married a slave became a slave herself and vice versa; or whether a man who married a slave not knowing her status was at liberty to leave her. In some places a man was entitled to sell his wife into slavery, thereby annulling the marriage. If a man sold himself into slavery, it did not necessarily follow that his wife and children also became slaves, for they had been born free; but nor did they necessarily retain their freedom. In some kingdoms, a man who killed his slave had to perform penance, its severity depending on whether the slave was guilty of transgression or the master was just indulging himself. Some laws required a man who had two sons by one slave girl to set her free. Certain regions accepted that slaves could keep any money they earned, so that they might buy their freedom. The laws of King Ine of Wessex, adopted by Alfred the Great, laid down that if a master forced his slave to work on a Sunday, the slave was automatically set free and the master fined thirty shillings. 

Among all these variations, there is one fundamental difference that distinguishes the slave from the unfree villein or serf of the feudal system. The lord of a manor could impose restrictions on what his serfs did, whom they might marry, where they could go and what land they worked, but this was by virtue of their attachment to the manor. The serf was bound to the land, and his services and duties were inherited, transferred or sold with it. It was therefore an indirect form of servitude, and that implied several other important differences. The powers of the lord were limited by custom, and the serfs on a manor thus enjoyed certain rights. A slave, on the other hand, was property, pure and simple. He or she could be bought and sold independently of his or her spouse, or they might be transferred as a pair. He or she could be beaten, maimed, castrated, raped, forced to work all hours (except, as mentioned, in some kingdoms, on Sundays) and even killed, without any measure of recrimination against the owner. It wasn’t simply the case that slaves were second-class citizens. The peasants were the second-class citizens. Slaves weren’t citizens at all. 

You would have thought that the Christian Church might have suppressed slavery. It was torn, however. On the one hand there was the view expressed by Pope Gregory the Great in the late sixth century: that mankind was created free by nature and therefore it was morally just to restore men and women to the freedom to which they had been born. On the other, there were men like St Gerald of Aurillac three centuries later, who freed many slaves at the time of his death but while alive regarded them as his property – as is shown by his very unsaintly threats to mutilate a number of them for not being sufficiently obedient.7 Part of the problem was that, as we have seen, the Church had limited influence in the early eleventh century, and lacked the power and means to hold unscrupulous lords to moral account. But the fundamental issue was that slaves were property. If the Church was reluctant to give away its own property, how could it urge wealthy individuals to give up theirs? In towns such as Cambrai, Verdun and Magdeburg, the bishop was even paid a tax on the sale of every slave. In order to grow and exert its authority, the Church needed the help of wealthy individuals whose prosperity depended on the labour of slaves. Such men were unlikely to support a Church that denied them their wealth. The Church was thus trapped between its moral mission and its need for money and influence.

So what changed over the course of the eleventh century? To answer this question we must examine why people were enslaved in the first place. To begin with, men and women captured in war were frequently sold as slaves. This was standard practice both within Christendom and beyond the periphery. Christian English slaves were sold to Denmark in the reign of Cnut. English slaves, captured by pirates, were sold in Ireland. Irish and Welsh slaves were sold in England. Our word ‘slave’ derives from the Slavs, who had not yet been converted to Christianity and were thus very vulnerable to the raids of Christian slavers. But not all enslavement was due to war: some people sold themselves into slavery. That slavery could be a self-inflicted condition may come as a shock to us today but sometimes people had no choice: they sold themselves or members of their family to avoid starvation. For others still, slavery was a form of punishment. A robber caught stealing might be made his victim’s slave rather than being put to death. In some kingdoms, traitors were punished with a sentence of slavery. Clergymen who attempted to justify slavery argued that it was more merciful to enslave a criminal or defeated soldier than to hang him. Hrabanus Maurus, the author of one of the books to be found in the bishop’s house in Crediton in 1001, stressed this very fact.

A number of social developments brought this situation to an end. First there was the Church’s promotion of peace. With a diminished level of conflict, there were fewer opportunities to enslave one’s enemies. There was also a long period of economic growth: wasteland was cleared, marshland drained and new manors founded, and there was an altogether greater volume of trade. It stands to reason that if the two principal causes of enslavement were cultural conflict and extreme poverty, and Europe experienced less of both, then slavery was likely to decrease. Increased prosperity also led to the growth of urban life in Germany, France and Italy in the late eleventh century; slaves could now run away to a large town and sell their labour. In addition, lords were less keen to take responsibility for feeding slaves who were not productive; the feudal peasant, bound to the land, who worked for the lord for free but fed himself, was a more economic unit. On top of these factors, the growing wealth and power of the Church gradually allowed it to strengthen its moral stand. The Peace of God movement included the provision that slaves who ran away at its gatherings could be permanently free. The practice of punishing criminals with enslavement also began to disappear. Finally there was the impact of individual rulers’ policies. Several contemporary writers state that William the Conqueror firmly believed that slavery was barbaric and that he took measures to stop the trade in slaves.8 At the end of his reign, 6 out of 28 men in the manor of Moreton were still described as slaves (servi), but in the country as a whole, slaves represented about 10 per cent of the population. The Church reinforced the Conqueror’s anti-slavery message after his death. In 1102, the Synod of London declared that ‘never again should anyone engage in the infamous business, prevalent in England, of selling men like animals’. By that time slavery had all but disappeared from France, central Italy and Catalonia.9 Although it persisted in the Celtic countries for another century or so, and in eastern Europe for much longer, the practice of selling human beings in the marketplace, which had been normal in the West since prehistory, was rapidly coming to an end. 

Structural engineering

The fourth great change of the eleventh century still characterises the towns we live in today. Broadly speaking, in 1001, buildings in Western Europe were small and architecturally unambitious, conforming to the style and scale of examples of Roman construction that had survived from the ancient world. Most cathedrals were barely the size of a large parish church today, with wooden roofs no more than 40 feet above the ground. By 1100, however, architects and structural engineers had transcended the limits of their Roman forebears, developing the style we know today as Romanesque. Hundreds of huge buildings, some with vaulted ceilings over 70 feet high and towers of over 160 feet, had been built across Europe; hundreds more were under construction. Similarly, in 1001, there were very few defensive buildings that we would recognise as a castle; by the end of the century, there were tens of thousands. In the eleventh century, people in Europe learnt to build strong walls and lofty towers – and they did so in every corner of Christendom.

By now it will hardly come as a surprise to learn that the growing ambitions of the Church were a major influence on these developments. The rebuilding of Cluny, the Burgundian church at the heart of the rapidly spreading Cluniac order, had started in 955. When it was dedicated in 981, it was enormous – breathtakingly so for the time – with seven bays in its nave and side aisles. In the early eleventh century, it carried on growing and acquiring new features, such as a narthex and a tunnel-vaulted ceiling (which was good for carrying plainsong). Another huge tunnel-vaulted church was simultaneously under construction at the abbey of St Philibert in Tournus, 20 miles from Cluny, and in 1001, work began on the church of St Bénigne in Dijon, 80 miles to the north. The reason why these magnificent early Romanesque churches first appeared in Burgundy may have been a desire to build fireproof stone buildings after the attacks of the Magyars in the middle of the tenth century. On the whole, however, the motivation for new construction normally comes down to money, and Cluny certainly had plenty of it. The routes from Italy to northern France passed through the region, bringing merchants and pilgrims – and their cash. But whatever the reason, these three churches, completed in the first two decades of the eleventh century, proved hugely influential. In the case of Cluny, this was because priors from daughter houses regularly returned to the order’s mother house. They now wanted a church of their own like that of Cluny, and from here
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Moretonhampstead in Devon. In the Middle Ages the manor was inaccessible to wheeled
transport. The incorporation of such places within the Latin world, through the construction
of churches, is one of the most significant changes of the eleventh century.
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Exeter Castle, constructed by
William the Conqueror in 1068.
William found Saxon England
undefended by castles and thus
relatively easy to conquer. Such
fortifications secured a stronger
political relationship between
leadership and the land.
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Speyer Cathedral, built between 1030 and 1106. A massive construction for its time, its chief
purpose was to demonstrate the power of the Holy Roman Emperors at a time when
they were losing authority to the pope.
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The late twelfth-century mural from Chaldon Church in Surrey, depicting the judgement
and torment of souls. In the twelfth century the doctrine of Purgatory emerged: people
started to believe they were not sent directly to Heaven or Hell but could redeem
themselves through good works and prayer.
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An Arab physician
performing a bleeding,
c.1240. Over the course of
the twelfth century a large
number of medical texts
from the ancient world
were translated from the
Arabic in libraries around
the Mediterranean. In
Salerno, translations gave
rise to an early university
specialising in medicine.
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Part of an early
thirteenth-century
stained glass window
in Chartres Cathedral,
depicting a wine
merchant transporting
a barrel of wine in a
cart. At this period
trade was flourishing
across the Continent.
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The Hereford world map, drawn by Richard of Haldingham about 1290. It is a spatial
representation of knowledge rather than a true map. Jerusalem lies at the centre, the Red
Sea top right, the British Isles bottom left, and the straits of Gibraltar at the bottom. Three
quarters of this world – Asia and Africa – lay outside Christendom and were practically
unknown to its author.
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A cadaver effigy in Exeter Cathedral.
The Black Death forced people to rethink
their relationship with God. Many leading
figures built reminders of death like this as
demonstrations of their earthly humility
and awareness of their sinful state.
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The golden rose of Pope John XXII, made
by Minucchio da Siena in 1330. Golden roses
were mystical gifts given by the pope each
year to a deserving prince or lord, or a
favoured church. The craftsmanship and
delicacy of the rose is a marked contrast
to our widespread assumptions about
culture on the eve of the Hundred Years
War and the Black Death.
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The earliest image
of a cannon, from the
treatise on kingship
written in 1326 by
Walter de Milemete for
the young Edward III.
Edward as a king did
more than any other
ruler of his age to
encourage projectile
warfare, including the
construction of gun
emplacements at his
castles in southern
England.
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Commonly known as Portrait
of a Man in a Turban, this is
very probably a self-portrait.
Johannes van Eyck dated it
21 October 1433, a year before
he painted The Arnolfini
Marriage, which openly
shows a glass mirror in the
background. Glass mirrors
are one of the most
underrated technological
innovations of the Middle
Ages, having an impact
on everything from visual
perspective to individualism.
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A printing press, from a book printed
in 1498. In 1620 Francis Bacon declared
that printing, along with gunpowder
and the compass, had changed the
world. By then he was right, but in its
early days printing produced lavish
books in Latin which few could read
and even fewer could afford. It was not
until the Bible was printed in the
vernacular languages that the change
really got under way.
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The late fifteenth-century clock in the
chapel at Cotehele House, Cornwall.
Over the course of the late Middle Ages,
time shifted from a natural, God-given
state of reckoning to a secular, machinemeasured
one. The hour became the
first internationally recognised unit of
standardisation.
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Portrait of Columbus by
Sebastiano del Piombo.
He may have been a
brutal tyrant to the
people of the West
Indies but Columbus’s
legacy was of supreme
importance in the
history of the world,
demonstrating the
inadequacy of ancient
knowledge as well as
the wealth of the
undiscovered world.
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Map of the world from Abraham Ortelius’s Theatrum Orbis Terrarum (1570). This was the first
published map to use Mercator’s projection. Compare it to the Hereford world map of
c.1290 and you can see what great strides were made in the discovery and recording
of the world in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
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Before 1500, most guns were enormously cumbersome
as well as inaccurate. Extraordinarily rapid advances
in firearms technology were made over the course
of the sixteenth century: this wheel-lock hunting
pistol dates from 1578.
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Printing was not only important for the circulation of
written texts, it also was of huge importance in the
dissemination of scientific knowledge in visual form.
This is a hand-coloured printed (woodcut) image of an
iris from Leonhart Fuchs’s De historia stirpium (1542).
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For all those who think of social history as a march of progress, the witchcraft terror of the
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries carries a salutary message. The prince-bishop
of Bamberg designed this building for the systematic imprisonment, torture and burning
to death of witches.
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Initially the thinking was that the longer
the telescope, the greater the magnification
obtainable. This is Johannes Hevelius’s
150-ft-long telescope that he built in
Danzig (now Gdansk). It shows the
lengths, literally, to which astronomers
were prepared to go.
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It was Isaac Newton who demonstrated
to astronomers that, when it came to
telescopes, size wasn’t everything.
Newton’s reflecting telescope, although
small, could magnify images 40 times.
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A London opera rehearsal, painted by Marco Ricci in 1708. The gentlemen’s wigs, the
paintings on the walls, the assembly of instruments and the very performance of an opera
reveal an elegant bourgeois event – something unthinkable in the London of a century earlier.
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Dartmouth today is
not what you would call
an industrial hub but it
was the birthplace of
Thomas Newcomen, the
man who invented and
manufactured the world’s
first economically viable
steam engine. This
example, depicted in 1718,
is one of 1,200 machines
installed across Europe in
the eighteenth century.
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The Tennis Court Oath, after an uncompleted sketch by Jacques-Louis David. On 20 June
1789 all but one of the 577 members of the French National Assembly swore to continue to
meet until the constitution of the kingdom was established. It was a seminal moment in the
French Revolution – which became a testing ground for revolutionary ideas everywhere.
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Thomas Allom’s 1834 painting of power loom weaving. The Industrial Revolution developed
from the need for individual businesses within the same industries to compete with one
another. The power loom was invented by Edmund Cartwright in 1785; by the time of this
painting there were 100,000 of them operational in Britain alone.
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Advertisement for the Plymouth to London stagecoach covering the 215 miles in 32 hours,
from an 1822 local paper. Speeds of travel increased hugely even before the advent of the
railways – this journey would have taken five days in 1700. The distribution of information
also quickened: before 1700 there were no English newspapers; by 1800 several were being
published daily in London, among them the Morning Post, the Morning Chronicle,
the Morning Herald and The Times.


[image: Image Missing]

The rights to Louis Daguerre’s method of photography were purchased by the French nation
from him and given freely as a gift to the world. Hence ‘daguerreotypes’ became the most
common form of photograph until the 1850s. This 1838 image of the Boulevard du Temple,
Paris, is reputedly the first photograph of a person: the man having his shoes polished in
the foreground and the shoe polisher were stationary for long enough to appear in the
ten-minute-long exposure.
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In England, the pre-eminent pioneer photographer was William Fox Talbot. This photograph
shows Isambard Brunel’s great ship, the SS Great Britain, being fitted out in Cumberland Basin
in 1844. It was the first iron-hulled, screw-propeller-driven steamship, and the largest ship
in the world when it was launched in 1843.
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Orville and Wilbur Wright were determined to fly. First they experimented with gliders and
then with engines. On 17 December 1902 this picture was taken by one of the witnesses of the
first ever flight by a heavier-than-air machine, their Flyer, as it covered 120 feet in 12 seconds.
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Autochrome photograph of
a French soldier on lookout
duty on the Upper Rhine, taken
by Paul Castelnau on 23 June
1917. Photography in many
ways undermined the authority
of the artist: the realism of
a photographic image of war
or poverty is much harder
to dismiss than a carefully
composed painting.
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Dr Nagai, medical
instructor and x-ray
specialist at Nagasaki
Hospital, amid the ruins
of the city after the nuclear
bombing in August 1945.
He died from radiation
sickness shortly afterwards.
In the twentieth century,
war came to affect the whole
of society, not just soldiers.
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The Park Row
Building, New York.
Standing at 119 metres
it was the tallest
building in the
world in 1900.


[image: Image Missing]

At 375 metres, the
Petronas Towers –
the tallest building
in the world in 2000 –
stood more than
three times the
height of the Park
Row Building.
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Earthrise, the first photograph of Earth from space and probably the most important
photograph ever taken. It was snapped in a flurry of excitement on Christmas Eve 1968 by
the crew of Apollo 8, as they were in orbit around the Moon. It provided an objective view
of the Earth for the first time – and, disturbingly, it showed our world as a rather small,
isolated planet.
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