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6 ’ A WORLD LIT ONLY BY FIRE

imaginative, the cerebral, and the unfortunate, but the strong, the
healthy, the shrewd, the handsome, the beautiful — and the
lucky — flourished.

Europe was ruled by a new aristocracy: the noble, and, ulti-
mately, the regal. After the barbarian tribes had overwhelmed the
Roman Empire, men had established themselves as members of
the'new privileged classes in various ways. Any leader with a large
following of free men was eligible, though some had greater fol-
lowings, and therefore greater claims, than others. In Ttaly some
were members of Roman senatorial families, survivors who had
intermarried with Goths or Huns; 25 Ovid had observed, a bar-
barian was suitable if he was rich. Others in the patriciate were
landowners whose huge domains (latifindia) were worked by
slaves and protected by private armies of bucellaeii. In England and
France the privileged might be descendants of Angle, Saxon,
Frank, Vandal, or Ostrogoth chieftains. Many German hierarchs
belonged to very old families, revered since time immemoral, and
therefore acceptable to the other princes — the Reichsfiirsten-
stand — who had to approve each ennoblement. Because this was
a titre of incessant warfare, however, most noblemen had risen
by distinguishing themselves in battle. In the early centuries dis-
tinction ended with the death of the man who had won it, but
patrilineal descent became increasingly common, creating dynas-
ties. .

Titles evolved: duke, from the Latin dux, meaning a military
commander; earl, from the Anglo-Saxon eorla or cheorl (as distin-
guished from churl); count or comte, from the Latin comes, a com-
panion of a great personage; baron, from the Teutonic beron, a
warrior; margrave, from the Dutch markgraaf; and marquess, mar-
quis, markis, marques, marqués, or marchese, from the Latin marca —
literally a frontier, or frontier territory. Serving these, on the low-
est rung of the aristocratic ladder, was the knight (French chevalier,
German Ritter, Italian cavaliére, Spanish caballero, Portuguese cav-
alheiro). Originally the word meant a farm worker of free birth.
By the eleventh century knights were cavalrymen living in fortified
mansions, each with his noble sea]. All were guided, in theory at
least, by an idealistic knightly code and bound by oath to serve a
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20 A WORLD LIT ONLY BY FIRE

the consequence that for nearly forty years Christendom was ruled
by two Vicars of Christ, 2 pope in Rome and an antipope in
Avignon.
a .

IN ANOTHER AGE, so shocking a split would have created a crisis
among the faithful, but there was no room in the medieval mind
for doubt; the possibility of skepticism simply did not exist. Kath-
olikos, Greek for “universal,” had been used by theologians since
the second century to distinguish Christianity from other religions.
In A.D. 340 Saint Cyril of Jerusalem had reasoned that what all
men believe must be true, and ever since then the purty of the
faith had derived from its wholeness, from the conviction, as
expressed by an early Jesuit, that all who worshiped were united
n “‘one sacramental system under the government of the Roman
Pontiff.” Anyone not a member of the Church was to be cast out
of this life, and more important, out of the next. It was consign-
ment to the worst fate imaginable, like being exiled from an ancient
German tribe — “‘to be given forth,” in the pagan Teutonic

phrase, “to be a wolfin holy places.” The faithless were doomed;’

the Fifth Lateran Council (1512-1517) reaffirmed Saint Cyprian’s
third-century dictum: “*Nulla salus extra ecclesiam’ — ' Qutside the
Church there is no salvation.”” Any other finding would have been
inconceivable.

Catholicism had thus found its greatest strength in total re-
sistance to change. Saint Jean Baptiste de la Salle, in his Les devoirs
d'un Chrétien (Duties of a Christian, 1703), defined Catholicism as
“the society of the faithful collected into one and the same body,
governed by its legitimate pastors, of whom Jesus Christ is the
invisible head — the pope, the successor of Saint Peter, being his
representative on earth.” Saint Vincent of Lérins had written in
his Commonitoria (Memoranda, ¢. 430) that the Church had become
“a faithful and ever watchful guardian of the dogmas which have
been committed to her charge. In this secret deposit she changes
nothing, she takes nothing from 1t, she adds nothing to it.”

Subsequent spokesmen for the Holy See enlarged upon this,
assuming, in God’s name, the right to prohibit changes by
those who worshiped elsewhere ‘or nowhere. Overstating this
absolutism is impossible. “The Catholic Church holds it better,”

THE MEDIEVAL MIND
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wrote a Roman theologian, “that the entire population of the
world should die of starvation in extremest agony . . . than that

one soul, I will not say should be lost, but should commit one
single venial sin.” In the words of one pope, “The Church is
independent of any earthly power, not merely in regard to her
lawful end and purpose, but also in regard to whatever means she
may deem suitable and necessary to attain them.” Another pope,
agreeing, declared that God htad made the Vatican “a sharer in the
divine magistracy, and granted her, by special privilege, immunity
from error.” Even to “‘appeal from the living voice of the Church”
was “‘a treason,” wrote a cardinal, “because that living voice is
supreme; and to appeal from that supreme voice is also a heresy,
because that voice, by divine assistance, is infallible.” A fellow
cardinal put it even more clearly: “The Church is not susceptible
of being reformed in her doctrines. The Church is the work of an

Incarnate God. Like all God’s works, it is perfect. It is, therefore,
incapable of reform.” -
- Ny

THE MOST BAFFLING, elusive, yet in many ways the most significant
dimensions of the medieval mind were invisible and silent. One
was the medieval man’s total lack of ego. Even those with creative
powers had no sense of self. Each of the great soaring medieval
cathedrals, our most treasured legacy from that age, required three
or four centuries to complete. Canterbury was twenty-three gen-
erations in the making; Chartres, a former Druidic center, eighteen
generations. Yet we know nothing of the architects or builders.
They were glorifying God. To them their identity in this life was
irrelevant. Noblemen had surnames, but fewer than one percent
of the souls in Christendom were wellborn. Typically, the rest —
nearly 6o million Europeans — were known as Hans, Jacques, Sal,
Carlos, Will, or Will's wife, Will's son, or Will’s daughter. If that
was inadequate or confusing, a nickname would do. Because most
peasants lived and died without leaving their birthplace, there was
seldom need for any tag beyond One-Eye, or Roussie (Redhead),
or Bionda (Blondie), or the like.

Their villages were frequently innominate for the same reason.
If war took a man even a short distance from a nameless hamlet,
the chances of his returning to it were slight; he could not identify
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revelation, and in 1302 Unam Sanctam — a bull affirming papal
supremacy — was proclaimed. Even during its Avignon exile the
Church progressed, centralizing its government and creating an

elaborate administrative structure. Medieval institutions seemed
stronger than ever,

And yet, and yet . . .
Rising gusts of wind, disregarded at the time, signaled the

coming storm. The first gales affected the laity. Knighthood, a-

pivotal medieval institution, was dying. At 2 time when its cer-
emonies had finally reached their fullest development, chivalry
was obsolescent and would soon be obsolete. The knightly way
of life was no longer practical. Chain mail had been replaced by
plate, which, though more effective, was also much heavier; horses
which were capable of carrying that much weight were hard to
come by, and their expense, added to that of the costly new mail,
was almost prohibitive. Worse still, the mounted knight no fonger
dominated the battlefield; he could be outmaneuvered and un-
horsed by English bowmen, Genoese crossbowmen, and pikemen
led by lightly armed men-at-arms, or sergeants. Europe’s new
armies were composed of highly trained, well-armed professional
infantrymen who could remain in the field, ready for battle,
through an entire season of campaigning. Since only great nation-
states could afford them, the future would belong to powerful
absolute monarchs. .

By 4.D. 1500 most of these sovereign dynasties were in place,
represented by England’s Henry VII, France's Louis XII, Russia’s
Ivan I, Scandinavia’s John I, Hungary’s Ladislas I, Poland’s John
Albert, and Portugal’s Manuel 1. Another major, player was on
the way: in 1492, when the fall of Granada destroyed the last
vestiges of Moorish power on the Iberian peninsula, Spaniards
completed the long reconquest of their territory. The union of
their two chief crowns with the marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon
and Isabella of Castile laid the foundations for modern Spain;
together they began suppressing their fractious vassals. Germany
and Italy, however, were going to be late in Jjoining the new
Europe. On both sides of the Alps prolonged disputes over succes-
sion delayed the coalescence of central authority. As a result, in
the immediate future Italians would continue to live in city-states

H
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or papal states and Germans would still be ruled by petty princes.
But this fragmentation could not last. A kind of centripetal foree,
strengthened by emerging feelings of national identity among the
masses, was reshaping Europe. And that was a threat to monolithic
Christendom.

The papacy was vexed otherwise as the fifteenth century drew
to a close. European cities were witnessing the emergence of ed-
ucated classes inflamed by anticlericalisth. Their feelings were un-
derstandable, if, in papal eyes, unpardonable. The Lateran reforms
of 1215 had been inadequate; reliable reports of misconduct by
priests, nuns, and prelates, much of it squalid, were rising. And
the harmony achieved by theologians over the last century had
been shattered. Bernard of Clairvaux, the anti-intellectial saint,
would have found his worst suspicions confirmed by the new
philosophy of nominalism. Denying the existence of universals,
nominalists declared that the gulf berween reason and revelation
was unbridgeable — that to believe in virgin birth and the res-
urrection was completely unreasonable. Men of faith*who might
have challenged them, such as Thomas 3 Kempis, seemed Jost in
a dream of mysticism.

At the same time, a subtle but powerful new spirit was rising
in Europe. It was virulently subversive of all medieval society,
especially the Church, though no one H.nno.minnm it as such, partly
because its greatest figures were devout Cathokics. During the
pontificate of Innocent I (1 198-1216) the rediscovery of Aris-
totelian learning — in dialectic, logic, natural science, and mera-
physics — had been readily synthesized with traditional Church
doctrine. Now, as the full cultural heritage of Greece and Rome
began to reappear, the problems of synthesis were escalating, and
they defied solution. In Italy the movement was known as the
Rinascimento. The French combined the verb renaitre, “revive,’
with the feminine noun naissance, “birth,” to form Renaissance —
rebirth.

. oy ]

FIXiNG A DATE for the beginning of the Renaissance is impossible,
but most scholars believe its stirrings had begun by the carly r400s.
Although Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Saint Frandis of Assisi, and
the painter Giotto de Bondone — all of whom seem to have been
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Erasmus, Martin Luther, Jakob Fugger, Francois Rabelais, Giro-
lamo Savonarola, Nicolaus Copernicus, Giordano Bruno, Niccold
Machiavelli, William Tyndale, John Calvin, Vasco Nifiez de Bal-
boa, Emperor Chatles V, King Henry VIII, Tomds de Torque-
mada, Lucrezia Borgia, William Caxton, Gerardus Mercator,
Girolamo Aleandro, Ulrich von Hutten, Martin Waldseemiiller,
Thomas More, Catherine of Aragon, Christopher Columbus,
Vasco da Gama, and — most fearsome of all, the man who would
destroy the very world the cartographers had drawn — Ferdinand
Mageilan,




