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			Joan of Arc

			Key information

			
					Born: 1412, in Domrémy (Kingdom of France).

					Died: 30 May 1431 in Rouen (Kingdom of England).

					Main achievements:	In the early 15th century, a young peasant girl from the eastern outer edges of the Kingdom of France made a name for herself with the French people: she stated that she carried a divine message that required her to liberate France. The country was, in fact, partly in the hands of the English and the Burgundians. Charles VII (1403-1461), the legitimate heir and successor to the late Charles VI (1380-1422), had not yet been crowned.

	Whether truly a prophet or a fraud, she managed to persuade the heir apparent to entrust a small troop of soldiers to her to fight the English, and won some astounding victories. She recaptured Orléans at the beginning of May 1429. With enthusiastic public support, she had many successes in battle and eventually led Charles to Reims, where he was crowned king of France on 17 July 1429.

	Shortly afterwards, she was wounded, captured and sold to the English. Her fate was sealed. In Rouen, which was in English territory, Pierre Cauchon (1371-1442), the bishop of Beauvais, brought a resounding case against her in court in the spring of 1431. Joan was sentenced to death for heresy and burned at the stake at the Vieux-Marché in Rouen. She was posthumously exonerated in 1456, beatified in 1909 and canonised in 1920.

	Her unusual actions both as a woman in charge of an army and as a military leader fighting a foreign occupier, added to her premature and unfortunate demise, made her a legendary heroine and a strong symbol of France in the 19th and 20th centuries.




			

			Introduction

			In 15th-century France, which was brutally divided, a young peasant girl who went by the name of Joan of Arc was motivated by the conviction that she had a divine mission. Through the strength of her will, she managed to get an audience with the future Charles VII, heir to a rather reduced Kingdom of France, in Chinon, and convinced him to entrust an army to her. Having become a military leader, she assumed leadership of the French troops and, on 8 May 1429, forced the English to lift their siege on Orléans, which led to her being called the Maid of Orléans.

			The French army then won consecutive victories in Patay, Troyes, Châlons and, finally, Reims, in Burgundian territory. Joan thus enabled Charles to be crowned king of France in the Cathedral of Reims on 17 July 1429. However, after a few minor additional victories, the young woman ceased to be useful for the new king and, when she was captured by the Burgundian party on 23 May 1430, he did not pay her ransom. The Burgundians sold her to the English for £10 000. She was then handed over to Pierre Cauchon, the bishop of Beauvais, who brought a trial against her that took place between 21 February and 23 May 1431. Sentenced to death for heresy, she was burned at the stake at the Vieux-Marché in Rouen on 30 May.

			Exonerated in 1456 by Pope Callixtus III (1378-1458), who declared her to be innocent, she was beatified by the Catholic Church in 1909 and eventually canonised in 1920. A medieval phenomenon, a feminist icon and the inspiration for an exaggerated form of nationalism, even today, Joan of Arc still fuels discussions and controversy.

		


		
			Biography

			Joan, peasant girl and prophet (1412 – February 1429)

			While the Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453) between the Kingdom of France and the Kingdom of England was still raging, Joan was born in Domrémy, a small village in the Duchy of Bar, on the eastern border of the kingdom. It was next to the Duchy of Lorraine, which at that time had been annexed to the Holy Roman Empire.

			While her exact date of birth is unknown, most sources agree on the year 1412. She was the daughter of Jacques d’Arc, a landowner, and Isabelle Romée, who had five children together. Joan seemed like any other young girl her age: she was kind, cheerful and illiterate, and willingly undertook everyday tasks on her father’s farm. She was particularly pious, and made a pilgrimage every Sunday to the Chapel of Bermont, in the neighbouring village of Greux.

			At the age of 13, however, her enthusiasm for religion became even more pronounced. She even broke off the engagement that had been planned for her, after hearing heavenly voices. According to the young girl, Saint Catherine of Alexandria, Saint Margaret and Archangel Michael had entrusted two missions to her: freeing the Kingdom of France from the English occupiers, and delivering Charles VII to Reims so that he could be crowned king of France. At the age of 16, she revealed these mystical experiences to her cousin, Durand Lassois. He was confused and frightened and, without her parents’ consent, took her to the commander of Vaucouleurs, Robert de Baudricourt (1400-1454). She asked him for a recommendation that would allow her to obtain an audience with Charles VII. This was an enormous request, and the young girl, undoubtedly considered to be a fanatic, was immediately sent back home.
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			Joan of Arc, painting by Pedro Américo, 1883.

			When the English attacked the east of the Kingdom of France in 1428 and devastated Domrémy, her family fled to Neufchâteau, in the Duchy of Lorraine. However, in early 1429 she returned to Vaucouleurs. She was already the subject of enthusiastic public support for having counselled Charles II, duke of Lorraine (1364-1431). Robert de Baudricourt now took her seriously and even entrusted a small troop of fighters to her. Subsequently, she rode across Burgundian territory, disguised with short hair and men’s clothes, towards the Loire Valley, to reach Charles VII’s court in Chinon.

			Joan, inspired military leader (March 1429 – May 1430)

			According to legend, once Joan had arrived in Chinon and been brought into the castle’s great hall, she recognised the dauphin, who was disguised as one of his courtiers. In reality, when she arrived, on 23 February 1429, she had a private meeting with Charles and was only allowed before the court a few days later. We do not know what was discussed during their meeting. One thing is certain, however: the dauphin was changed by the meeting and convinced of Joan of Arc’s good faith. She told him that Orléans would be freed, followed by Paris, that he would be crowned king in Reims, and that the Duke of Orléans, who had been imprisoned in England for 15 years, would soon be free. Instead of immediately trusting what the young woman had told him, the dauphin had her questioned by theologians in Poitiers, and Yolande of Aragon (1384-1442), his wife’s mother, confirmed the girl’s virginity. After an enquiry in Domrémy, the dauphin and his advisers believed that this was a political opportunity not to be missed. If the public were enthusiastic and believed in the young girl, and the English were afraid of her as a missionary sent by God to help France, what risk could there be in sending her to battle? Charles therefore made her the head of a supply convey that assembled in Blois before setting off towards Orléans.
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			At that time, the Loire acted as the border between two territories: in the north, the land ruled by the English and their allies the Burgundians; in the south, the land ruled by the dauphin. The English wanted to take Orléans by any means possible, as the town would open the south to them. Consequently, in July 1428, they set up small forts and surrounded the town, whose people barricaded themselves in behind the town walls. As the siege seemed like it would last a while, a food supply ended up being necessary. Joan’s convoy managed to trick the English garrisons and entered Orléans on 29 April 1429.

			She handed out the abundance of food, which was met with considerable joy from the public. However, nothing was won, as the English were still set up all around the town. Joan therefore galvanised the troops, and thanks to their actions, the English forts, including Les Tourelles, which was south of the Loire, were seized one by one. The night between 7 and 8 May 1429, the English, who had suffered significant losses to their troops, were forced to lift the siege. Orléans was saved, and Joan earned her nickname of the Maid of Orléans.

			She then left to go to the countryside of the Loire Valley and went to Loches. As her first mission had been a success, she now had to persuade the dauphin to go to Reims to be crowned king. However, the territories of Champagne were ruled by the Burgundians, who did not intend to let them pass. The French troops thus took Troyes, followed by Châlons and, finally, Reims. With Joan of Arc by his side, Charles VII was crowned king of France on 17 July 1429 in the cathedral in Reims. He was finally recognised as the legitimate sovereign.

			With this task accomplished, Joan wanted to take back Paris, but Charles VII opposed this. An aborted attack ruled in his favour. There was not enough money and the mission was too risky. The army was therefore disbanded. The young woman, however, stuck to her instincts. She led her own small troop of mercenaries, which won several minor victories in the Loire Valley. She then decided to deliver aid to Compiègne, and made her way north. During the siege of the town, she was captured by a supporter of the Burgundians, John II of Luxembourg (1392-1441), on 23 May 1430. Her fate had just been turned on its head.

			Joan, expiatory victim (1431)

			John II of Luxembourg, inconvenienced by his new prisoner, sold her to the English for £10 000. Charles VII did not send troops or ransom to save her. King Henry VI of England (1421-1471) wanted to be done with her and subjected her to the ecclesiastical justice system with one objective only: to get rid of her. As she had been captured in the diocese of Pierre Cauchon, the bishop of Beauvais, it was he who brought her to trial.

			The trial lasted four months, from 21 February to 23 May 1431, with questioning and public indictments. Joan was mainly accused of heresy, sorcery and cross-dressing. However, the young girl responded with boldness and sense during the trial, which was transcribed in full. What followed had to happen behind closed doors, as tempers were starting to run high and the public supported her. In the cemetery in Rouen, a pretend stake was installed to terrorise her. She was frightened, and immediately signed, with a cross, her confession on a piece of parchment, but retracted this a few days later. Considered to have relapsed, meaning fallen back into her past mistakes, she was sentenced to death by being burned at the stake, with no possibility of an appeal. She died at the age of 19, suffering unbelievably, on 30 May 1431, at the Vieux-Marché in Rouen, and her ashes were thrown into the Seine.

			
				
					Joan of Arc’s trial

					A copy of the trial in full, known as the ‘d’Urfé manuscript’, is still available, and is kept in the manuscript department of the National Library of France. It has been digitised and is now available in the digital library, Gallica. There are also three copies of the official statements, of which a sample is available at the library of the National Assembly in Paris.

				

			

			It was not until 1456 that her trial was revised and her sentence declared invalid. But the legend of Joan was already spreading: she became the muse for defenders of the integrity of the kingdom, for ultra-Catholics, during the religious wars of the 16th century, and a romantic heroine in the historiography of the 19th century.

		


		
			Context

			France without a king

			The late 14th and 15th centuries were particularly turbulent in France. King Charles VI (1368-1422) had, in fact, lost control of his mental faculties and gone crazy. Additionally, the regency council, presided over by Queen Isabeau of Bavaria (1371-1435), was split into two factions: the Armagnacs, led by Louis I of Orléans (1372-1407), the king’s brother, and the Burgundians, led by Philip the Bold (1342-1404), the duke of Burgundy and the king’s uncle. After the assassination of Louis I in 1407, the two sides ripped each other to shreds during a merciless civil war for power. King Henry V of England (1387-1422) took advantage of the situation and landed in Normandy in 1415. The Battle of Agincourt, which took place on 25 October, ended in a resounding victory for the English, as the French army had lost 6000 knights. This was a catastrophe for France.

			The dauphin, Charles, met John the Fearless (1371-1419), son of Philip the Bold and the new duke of Burgundy, then the richest and most powerful province of the kingdom. The two men realised that they had to form an alliance against the English at all costs. But unfortunately, the Duke of Burgundy was assassinated, and his son Philip the Good (1396-1467), whose economic interests were better served by England, formed an alliance with Henry V. Backed into a corner, Queen Isabeau was forced to sign the Treaty of Troyes in 1420. This ensured the marriage of her daughter, Catherine of Valois (1401-1437) to the king of England, and the handing over of the French crown to him and to their descendants. Charles was thus deprived of his right to the throne.

			In 1422, King Henry V of England and King Charles VI of France died in quick succession. King Henry VI of England was immediately recognised as the legitimate king of France by Burgundy, the Church and the University of Paris. The French capital welcomed him with open arms. The king’s uncles were proclaimed regents, as the king himself was still a minor. One of them, the Duke of Bedford (1389-1435), moved to Paris and ensured regency for the continent.

			France therefore no longer had a king, but had two uncrowned claimants: an English king, who was not recognised by the French nobility, other than in Burgundy, and the dauphin, Charles, son of the late king, whose legitimacy had been contested following a rumour. As he had little support and no more money, Charles withdrew to Bourges, which earned him the nickname King of Bourges. His situation was desperate and his chances of becoming the French sovereign seemed minimal, until Joan came along.

			A territorial imbroglio

			In 1429, the Kingdom of France was divided into three distinct territories: those governed by the English after the Battle of Agincourt, those ruled by their Burgundian allies, and finally those controlled by Charles.
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			The English controlled a vast territory north of the Loire, which included Normandy, the Parisian area and Champagne, which acted as a northern border with Artois and a south-eastern border with
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