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Europe After the Hundred Years’ War

The end of the Hundred Years’ War did not bring Europe into peace so much as it pushed the continent into a new and uncertain age. By the middle of the 15th century, the great medieval struggle between England and France had exhausted armies, treasuries, noble families, villages, and entire regions. For more than a century, war had shaped political life, economic survival, royal identity, and the imagination of ordinary people. When the last English strongholds in France were lost, except for Calais, Europe did not simply return to the world that had existed before the conflict. That world was gone. The war had changed kingdoms from the inside, weakened older feudal habits, strengthened royal governments, altered military methods, and left deep scars in the countryside. The Middle Ages were not yet over, but after the Hundred Years’ War, Europe no longer looked or felt quite medieval in the old sense.

For France, the end of the war was both a deliverance and a beginning. The kingdom had survived invasion, civil war, famine, plague, foreign occupation, and the humiliation of seeing large portions of its territory controlled by the English crown. During its darkest moments, especially after the Treaty of Troyes in 1420, France had seemed almost politically dead. The treaty had attempted to disinherit the Dauphin Charles and recognize Henry V of England and his heirs as successors to the French throne. Yet that arrangement, which appeared devastating on paper, failed in practice because kingdoms were not held together by legal documents alone. Loyalty, memory, religion, geography, local interest, and royal symbolism mattered. The cause of Charles VII survived because many French people could not accept a foreign king as the natural ruler of France, and because the French monarchy still possessed a sacred aura that could be wounded but not easily destroyed.

The recovery of France under Charles VII marked one of the most important political transformations of late medieval Europe. At the beginning of his reign, Charles VII had been mocked by enemies as the ‘King of Bourges,’ a ruler with limited territory and uncertain authority. By the end of the war, he had become the king who restored the realm. His achievement did not come only through battlefield victories. It came through administration, taxation, military reform, diplomacy, and patience. The French crown learned from catastrophe. It recognized that feudal levies and temporary noble armies were no longer enough to defend a kingdom in an age of prolonged conflict. The monarchy needed more reliable soldiers, better command structures, stronger finances, and a clearer chain of authority. Out of this need emerged a more centralized royal state.

One of the clearest signs of this transformation was the growth of permanent taxation. In earlier medieval politics, kings often had to negotiate heavily with nobles, towns, and representative assemblies to obtain extraordinary funds for war. But the pressures of the Hundred Years’ War allowed the French crown to justify regular taxation as a matter of national survival. The taille, a direct tax, became one of the financial foundations of royal power. This was not simply a technical change. It shifted the relationship between ruler and subject. The king was no longer merely a feudal lord among other lords, relying on personal obligation and aristocratic service. He was increasingly the head of a kingdom-wide administrative machine capable of drawing resources from the population on a recurring basis. Many people resented this, of course, but the monarchy had learned that power depended on money as much as lineage.

Military reform was equally significant. The French monarchy developed companies of professional cavalry known as compagnies d’ordonnance, supported by royal taxation and placed under more direct royal control. Alongside them stood infantry forces, artillery specialists, and administrative officials who could organize campaigns more effectively than the loose feudal hosts of earlier centuries. The rise of artillery was especially important. Cannons had appeared before the final phase of the war, but by the mid-15th century, they were becoming decisive in sieges. Medieval castles and fortified towns, once symbols of noble independence and local defense, were increasingly vulnerable to concentrated gunpowder weapons. The fall of English-held fortresses in Normandy and Gascony showed that stone walls, however imposing, could no longer guarantee security against a determined and well-equipped royal army.

This shift weakened the military independence of the nobility. For centuries, aristocratic power had rested partly on private castles, armed retainers, and control over local warfare. After the Hundred Years’ War, that model looked less stable. Great nobles still mattered enormously, and France would continue to struggle with aristocratic resistance, especially under Louis XI. Yet the direction of change was clear. The crown had gained tools that made it harder for regional lords to behave like semi-independent princes. The battlefield was becoming more expensive, more technical, and more dependent on centralized resources. A noble knight with courage and lineage still had social prestige, but courage and lineage alone could not match disciplined forces, paid troops, artillery trains, and royal bureaucracy.

The human cost of the war remained visible across France. Entire regions had been devastated by raids, sieges, taxation, and military occupation. The strategy known as the chevauchée, used especially by English armies, had aimed not only to defeat soldiers but to damage the economic base of the enemy. Villages were burned, crops destroyed, livestock seized, and civilians terrorized. In the logic of medieval war, such destruction could pressure rulers by making them appear unable to protect their people. For those who lived through it, however, the result was misery that lasted long after armies moved on. Fields had to be replanted, homes rebuilt, mills repaired, roads secured, and local trust restored. Recovery did not happen all at once. Some regions revived quickly; others carried the marks of war for generations.

The end of the conflict also changed the emotional meaning of kingship in France. The monarchy had become more closely associated with the survival of the realm itself. The story of Joan of Arc played a powerful role in this transformation. Although she had been executed in 1431, long before the final French victory, her memory became part of the larger narrative of national recovery. She had helped lift the siege of Orléans, inspired the coronation of Charles VII at Reims, and gave religious force to the idea that the French king’s cause was legitimate. Her life and death revealed the intensity of late medieval faith, but also the emerging power of collective identity. Joan of Arc did not create French nationalism in the modern sense, yet she helped strengthen the feeling that France was more than a dynastic possession. It was a sacred community with its own destiny.

For England, the end of the war was a political and psychological disaster. English kings had spent generations claiming the French throne, and for a time those claims had seemed more than fantasy. Edward III, Henry V, and the English warrior aristocracy had built reputations around victories at Crécy, Poitiers, and Agincourt. These battles became part of English aristocratic memory, proof that smaller English armies could defeat larger French forces through discipline, longbow tactics, and leadership. Yet by 1453, nearly everything had been lost. The final defeat at Castillon, where John Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, was killed, symbolized the end of the old English dream in France. The English crown retained Calais, but the great continental empire imagined by earlier kings had collapsed.

This defeat placed enormous strain on English politics. The monarchy had promised glory, land, ransom, and prestige through war in France. Instead, it delivered debt, frustration, and humiliation. Many nobles had invested their fortunes and identities in continental campaigns. Soldiers returned home with limited prospects. Political factions blamed one another for failure. The reign of Henry VI had already been troubled by weak leadership, court rivalries, financial disorder, and the king’s episodes of mental illness. The loss of France made these problems worse. A monarchy that failed abroad became vulnerable at home. The question was no longer only who had lost the war, but who had the right and competence to govern England.

The result was the outbreak of the Wars of the Roses, a series of dynastic conflicts between the houses of Lancaster and York. These wars did not happen only because England lost France, but the defeat helped create the conditions in which noble rivalries became explosive. The English political class was armed, ambitious, and divided. The crown was financially weakened. Royal authority lacked credibility. The same warrior culture that had once been directed toward France now turned inward. Battles such as St. Albans, Towton, Tewkesbury, and Bosworth Field revealed a kingdom struggling to contain its own aristocracy. In this sense, the end of the Hundred Years’ War did not bring peace to England. It redirected violence from the continent to the island.

The contrast between France and England after the war is striking. France emerged battered but increasingly centralized. England emerged territorially reduced and politically unstable. Yet both kingdoms were moving away from older medieval patterns. In France, the crown became stronger through taxation, military reform, and administrative expansion. In England, the crisis of kingship eventually opened the way for the Tudor monarchy, especially after Henry VII defeated Richard III at Bosworth Field in 1485. The Tudors would not restore the old English empire in France, but they would work to strengthen royal authority, control noble power, and present monarchy as the solution to civil disorder. Thus, both kingdoms, through very different paths, moved toward a more centralized form of rule.

The wider European world also felt the consequences of the war’s end. The long conflict had demonstrated that medieval warfare was changing irreversibly. The age of the mounted knight was not suddenly over, but its dominance had been broken. At Crécy and Agincourt, English longbowmen had shown that disciplined infantry could devastate heavily armored cavalry under the right conditions. At Castillon, French artillery showed that gunpowder weapons could decide battles and sieges with terrifying effectiveness. Across Europe, rulers and commanders took notice. War was becoming more professional, more expensive, and more technical. Those who could finance artillery, pay soldiers, and maintain supply systems would have an advantage over those who relied only on feudal obligation.

This military transformation affected society at every level. Professional soldiers needed wages. Artillery required metal, craftsmen, transport animals, engineers, and specialized knowledge. Campaigns required accountants, quartermasters, and administrators. War became one of the engines of state formation because only governments with reliable revenue could sustain it. The connection between war and taxation became one of the defining features of late medieval and early modern Europe. Subjects paid more because rulers fought more, and rulers built stronger institutions because they needed to collect more. This cycle could create resentment and rebellion, but it also produced more durable states.

The war also exposed the limits of chivalric ideals. Medieval aristocratic culture had celebrated honor, ransom, noble courage, and personal glory. These ideals did not disappear after the Hundred Years’ War, but they looked increasingly out of step with the brutal realities of mass destruction, peasant suffering, siege artillery, and political calculation. The chivalric image of war as a noble contest between elite warriors could not easily explain burned villages, famine, plague, and the execution of prisoners. The late medieval world still loved tournaments, heraldry, and noble romance, but the battlefield was becoming less romantic and more destructive. The gap between aristocratic imagination and military reality widened.

Economically, the end of the war allowed parts of France to begin a slow recovery. Agriculture remained the foundation of life for most people, and restoring agricultural production was essential. Peasants returned to abandoned lands where possible, repaired tools, rebuilt homes, and revived local markets. Towns that had suffered from siege or occupation tried to restore trade. Royal officials sought to reestablish order, collect taxes, and suppress banditry. One of the great problems after long wars was the presence of unemployed soldiers. Mercenary bands and former combatants could become a menace when not paid or controlled. For civilians, peace did not always mean safety. It often meant dealing with armed men who had learned to survive by violence.

The demographic shadow of the Black Death still hung over Europe as well. The Hundred Years’ War had unfolded in a century already transformed by plague, famine, and social disruption. The population losses of the 14th century had changed labor relations, weakened some manorial structures, and increased bargaining power for surviving workers in many regions. After the war, these longer-term changes continued. Lords wanted rents, kings wanted taxes, and peasants wanted security and better conditions. Social tensions did not vanish. In many places, the old medieval order of fixed hierarchy and local obligation had become harder to maintain. The laboring population had endured catastrophe, but it had also learned that scarcity of workers could create leverage.

Urban life also began to regain momentum in parts of western Europe. Trade networks revived, craft production expanded, and merchant families continued to gain influence. The late medieval economy was uneven, fragile, and often interrupted by local violence, but it was not stagnant. Towns served as centers of money, law, administration, and culture. Royal governments increasingly depended on educated clerks, lawyers, financiers, and urban elites. This gave non-noble groups a growing role in political life. Nobility remained powerful, but governance required literacy, accounting, diplomacy, and legal expertise. The pen did not replace the sword, but it became indispensable to those who wielded the sword.

Culturally, Europe after the Hundred Years’ War stood between medieval inheritance and early modern change. Religious faith remained central to life. The Church still shaped education, morality, time, ritual, and community. Yet the authority of the Church had been damaged by earlier crises such as the Avignon Papacy and the Great Schism. Many Europeans remained deeply devout while also becoming more critical of clerical corruption, institutional wealth, and spiritual failure. Calls for reform grew louder. Movements of lay piety, mystical devotion, and scriptural interest spread in different regions. The world that would eventually produce the Reformation in the 16th century was not born overnight. Its roots lay partly in the religious anxieties and institutional disappointments of the late medieval period.

Education and literacy were also expanding, especially among clerics, officials, merchants, and urban professionals. Universities had already become important institutions in medieval Europe, but by the 15th century, learning was increasingly tied to administration and public life. Lawyers, notaries, theologians, physicians, and secretaries served courts, cities, bishops, and princes. The growth of written government strengthened states and preserved records more systematically. Charters, tax rolls, legal decisions, diplomatic letters, and chronicles all contributed to a more documented political world. Authority was still personal and symbolic, but it was also increasingly bureaucratic.

The invention and spread of the printing press in the mid-15th century would accelerate these changes dramatically. Although printing did not cause the end of the Middle Ages by itself, it transformed the speed and scale at which texts could circulate. Johannes Gutenberg and movable type opened new possibilities for books, pamphlets, religious works, legal texts, and classical learning. In the world after the Hundred Years’ War, this mattered enormously. A Europe recovering from war and plague was also becoming a Europe of wider communication. Ideas could travel faster. Readers could access texts more cheaply than before. Scholars could compare manuscripts, debate theology, and spread political arguments with greater reach. The late medieval manuscript culture did not vanish immediately, but printing changed the future.

Meanwhile, the political map of Europe remained complex and unstable. France had strengthened, but it still had to manage powerful territories such as Burgundy, Brittany, and other regions with strong local identities. The Duchy of Burgundy, especially under rulers like Philip the Good and Charles the Bold, represented one of the most impressive political creations of the late medieval period. Burgundy was not simply a French province; it was a wealthy, ambitious, culturally brilliant power stretching through strategically important lands. Its court culture, urban wealth, and political ambitions made it a major player. The rivalry between the French crown and Burgundy would shape the next stage of European politics.

The Holy Roman Empire remained fragmented, with authority divided among princes, bishops, cities, and imperial institutions. Unlike France, it did not become a centralized monarchy. Yet its lands were economically and culturally dynamic, especially in regions connected to trade, mining, printing, and urban life. Italy, too, remained divided among city-states, duchies, republics, papal territories, and kingdoms. The Italian world was wealthy and sophisticated, but politically vulnerable. The same late medieval Europe that saw France recovering from war also saw the rise of states and cities whose rivalries would soon invite foreign intervention. The Italian Wars beginning in 1494 would show how the new military and political order could spread violence across the continent.

The fall of Constantinople in 1453 added another shock to the European imagination. While the end of the Hundred Years’ War closed one chapter in western Europe, the Ottoman conquest of the Byzantine capital marked a dramatic shift in the eastern Mediterranean. The Byzantine Empire, heir to the eastern Roman tradition, had survived for centuries in reduced form. Its fall to Mehmed II and the Ottoman Empire carried enormous symbolic weight. For many Christians, it felt like the loss of a sacred imperial city. For merchants and rulers, it changed strategic calculations. For scholars, the movement of Greek learning into Italy contributed to the intellectual currents of the Renaissance. Thus, the same decade that saw the final English defeat in France also witnessed the end of Byzantium. The medieval world was closing from more than one direction.

The Renaissance was already developing in Italy and would increasingly influence the rest of Europe. It did not replace medieval culture all at once, nor was it completely separate from medieval achievements. Instead, it grew from late medieval cities, schools, courts, and religious institutions while also turning with new energy toward classical antiquity. Humanist scholars admired Roman literature, Greek philosophy, eloquence, history, and moral education. They wanted to recover ancient texts and refine language. In practical terms, humanism also served rulers, diplomats, and administrators who needed persuasive writing and historical awareness. After the Hundred Years’ War, courts across Europe became more interested in image, ceremony, education, and political communication. Renaissance culture would give monarchs new tools to present power.

For ordinary people, however, these grand transformations were often experienced through more immediate concerns: taxes, harvests, rents, justice, marriage, disease, and security. A peasant in Normandy or Gascony may not have spoken of ‘state formation’ or ‘the end of the Middle Ages,’ but he knew whether soldiers had taken his animals, whether the local lord demanded dues, whether royal tax collectors arrived, and whether roads were safe enough to bring goods to market. A widow in a war-torn village understood political collapse through hunger and vulnerability. A merchant understood recovery through reopened routes and stable coinage. A craftsman understood change through demand, regulation, and urban opportunity. History moved through kings and battles, but it was endured in households.

The end of the Hundred Years’ War also reshaped identity. In France, loyalty to the king increasingly overlapped with loyalty to the realm. Regional identities remained strong, languages and dialects varied, and local customs mattered deeply. Still, the war had helped create a broader sense that France had survived a foreign threat. In England, the loss of continental lands encouraged a more island-centered political future. English kings would continue to claim the French throne formally for centuries, but the practical focus of English politics shifted. The kingdom had to confront its own internal divisions, its relationship with Wales, Scotland, and Ireland, and the question of what kind of monarchy could prevent noble violence.

The nobility across Europe faced adaptation. Aristocrats did not disappear; they remained essential to war, administration, landholding, and court life. But their relationship to monarchy changed. Kings increasingly expected nobles to serve the crown rather than behave as independent military powers. Court culture became a way to domesticate aristocratic ambition, drawing nobles into royal circles where status depended on proximity to the ruler. At the same time, nobles sought offices, pensions, marriages, and military commands. Their power was not simply crushed by monarchs; it was negotiated, redirected, and incorporated. Late medieval politics was a constant balancing act between royal centralization and aristocratic privilege.

The Church also remained deeply involved in political legitimacy. Kings needed coronations, sacred symbols, prayers, and moral justification. The French coronation at Reims, revived so powerfully in the story of Charles VII and Joan of Arc, showed how religion and monarchy reinforced each other. Yet the late medieval Church faced growing pressure from rulers who wanted greater control over clergy, appointments, revenues, and courts within their territories. The strengthening of monarchies often meant the strengthening of national churches or royal influence over religious institutions. This did not yet mean Protestant reform, but it did mean that the universal authority of the medieval Church was increasingly challenged by territorial politics.

Law became another instrument of transformation. Royal courts, legal professionals, and written procedures helped monarchs extend influence. In France, the crown’s ability to present itself as the source of justice strengthened its legitimacy. In England, common law traditions and Parliament continued to shape political life differently. The English crown could not develop in exactly the same way as the French crown because English political society had its own institutions, expectations, and legal culture. Parliament’s role in taxation and politics remained significant, even when kings tried to dominate it. The postwar crisis in England showed that royal weakness could produce aristocratic violence, but it also revealed that legitimacy required more than bloodline. A king had to govern effectively.

The memory of the Hundred Years’ War became part of political storytelling on both sides of the Channel. French chroniclers could frame the war as a story of suffering, divine testing, and restoration. English memory preserved heroic victories even within the larger reality of defeat. Agincourt remained glorious even though the war was lost. This selective memory mattered because nations often remember wars through symbols rather than balance sheets. A lost war can still produce heroic myths; a victorious war can still leave trauma. The late medieval imagination turned battles, saints, kings, betrayals, and miracles into stories that shaped identity long after the last campaign ended.

By the late 15th century, Europe was entering a more competitive age of monarchies. France, England, Spain, and other powers were not yet modern nation-states in the full sense, but they were becoming more organized, more ambitious, and more capable of projecting power. In the Iberian Peninsula, the marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile would help create a dynastic union that transformed Spanish history. The conquest of Granada in 1492, the sponsorship of Christopher Columbus, and the expansion of royal authority all belonged to the same broader era of transition. Across Europe, rulers were consolidating power, experimenting with administration, and seeking new sources of wealth and prestige.

The end of the Middle Ages should not be imagined as a door closing on one exact date. It was a long process, uneven and different from region to region. In some villages, life in 1500 may have looked much like life in 1400. In courts, cities, armies, and universities, however, the changes were unmistakable. Gunpowder weapons challenged castles. Printing challenged manuscript culture. Monarchies challenged feudal fragmentation. Humanism challenged older educational priorities. Overseas exploration challenged Europe’s geographical imagination. Religious reform movements challenged clerical complacency. The postwar world was still medieval in many habits, but it was also becoming something else.

The Hundred Years’ War had begun as a dynastic struggle over claims, territories, and feudal rights. It ended by revealing that Europe was outgrowing many of the assumptions that had shaped the conflict in the first place. Kings could no longer rely only on personal lordship and noble service. Armies could no longer be understood only through chivalric cavalry. Fortifications could no longer be trusted against artillery. Subjects could no longer be taxed only in temporary emergencies if rulers wished to wage long wars. Political loyalty could no longer be reduced entirely to feudal contract. War had forced governments to become more organized, and that organization changed the nature of power.

For France, victory brought renewal but also heavier monarchy. The people who had suffered through invasion now faced a crown more capable of taxing and commanding them. For England, defeat brought crisis but also eventual restructuring. The collapse of continental ambition cleared the way, painfully and violently, for a monarchy more focused on internal control. For Europe as a whole, the war’s end formed part of a larger transformation in which medieval institutions survived but were increasingly pressured by new realities.

The generation that lived after the Hundred Years’ War inhabited a continent full of ruins and possibilities. They saw abandoned fields returning to cultivation, royal officers riding into towns, soldiers seeking employment, merchants reopening routes, scholars copying and printing texts, nobles defending privilege, kings expanding authority, and preachers warning that Christian society needed renewal. They did not know they were living at ‘the end of the Middle Ages.’ That phrase belongs to later historians. But they did know that the world inherited from their grandparents had been shaken by plague, war, rebellion, and spiritual anxiety. They knew that old protections had failed and new powers were rising.

Europe after the Hundred Years’ War was therefore not merely a continent after a conflict. It was a continent after an education in survival. France had learned how to rebuild royal power from near collapse. England had learned that military glory abroad could not compensate for political weakness at home. Nobles had learned that castles and cavalry were no longer enough. Peasants had learned that kings and lords could demand sacrifice but not always provide protection. Towns had learned that recovery depended on order, trade, and law. The Church had learned that faith remained powerful, but institutional trust could be damaged. Across the continent, people lived with the knowledge that history could overturn even the most established structures.

In that sense, the end of the war was one of the great turning points of European history. It did not destroy the medieval world in a single blow, but it weakened many of its foundations. It helped create stronger monarchies, more professional armies, wider taxation, sharper political identities, and a deeper awareness of collective destiny. It left behind grief, memory, and myth, but also institutions that would define the centuries ahead. The Europe that emerged after 1453 was scarred, ambitious, restless, and increasingly prepared to move beyond the boundaries of the medieval order. The Middle Ages were ending not because people had stopped believing in kings, saints, nobles, or God, but because the structures that connected those beliefs to power were changing. After the Hundred Years’ War, Europe stood at the edge of a new world, carrying the wounds of the old one into every step forward.
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The Fall of Constantinople

The fall of Constantinople in 1453 was one of the most dramatic turning points in world history. It was not simply the capture of a city, nor merely the end of one empire and the rise of another. It was the closing of an ancient chapter that stretched back to Rome, Constantine the Great, and the world of late antiquity. For more than a thousand years, Constantinople had stood as the capital of the Byzantine Empire, a city of walls, churches, palaces, markets, scholars, soldiers, monks, merchants, and emperors who still called themselves Romans. To the people who lived there, the empire was not ‘Byzantine,’ a name invented much later by historians. It was the Roman Empire, Christian, Greek-speaking, imperial, and sacred. When the city fell to Mehmed II and the Ottoman Empire, many Europeans felt that an entire age had ended.

By the middle of the 15th century, however, Constantinople was already a shadow of the imperial giant it had once been. In earlier centuries, the city had ruled over vast territories in the Balkans, Anatolia, the eastern Mediterranean, and parts of Italy and North Africa. It had been the greatest Christian city of the medieval world, wealthier and more sophisticated than most western European capitals. Its position between Europe and Asia made it a center of trade, diplomacy, and cultural exchange. Its walls had resisted Arabs, Bulgars, Rus’, Persians, and many other enemies. Yet by 1453, the empire had been reduced to little more than the
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