The End of Europe's Middle Ages 

Economy 



During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Europe enjoyed an economic and agricultural boom. A slight warming of the climate and improved agricultural techniques allowed lands that had previously been marginal or even infertile to become fully productive. In the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, however, the climate once again began to cool and agricultural innovations could not maintain the productivity of frontier lands that again became marginal or were abandoned entirely. The decreased agricultural output could no longer support the same level of economic activity and, as early as the middle of the thirteenth century, the economy was beginning to weaken. By early in the fourteenth century and continuing well into that century, a declining population, shrinking markets, a decrease in arable land and a general mood of pessimism were evidence of deteriorating economic conditions. This trend was far from universal and it was certainly less severe in northern Italy. Also, north of the Alps, some communities quickly rebounded and thrived on their commercial and manufacturing ventures. Coventry, England, for example, flourished with its woolen cloth industry while Bruges, in modern-day Belgium, was one of the major commercial centers of the North. In the early fourteenth century, Florence's textile industry and banking catapulted the city-state into the forefront of European enterprise and, eventually, into the Italian Renaissance. Significant private international banking and commercial ventures provided the foundation for many fortunes but even they succumbed to the recession that began in the fourteenth century. 

The first half of the fourteenth century saw Europe burdened by overpopulation and the agricultural enterprises of northern Europe had reached the limits of their productivity. A lowered standard of living for the peasantry resulted from the ongoing subdivision of their land holdings or expansion into marginally productive areas. Poor weather in the early 1300's created meager harvests and mass starvation was the result in some areas, eliminating as much as 15 percent of the population. Warfare had been virtually continuous and pauses in major international conflicts, such as the Hundred Years War were replaced with local confrontations.

The expansion of long-distance trade and commerce seen in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries also began to dwindle at the end of the Middle Ages although some trade links, especially those in the Mediterranean and in northern Europe, had become sufficiently well established to resist shrinking markets. Trade continued across the Mediterranean from Venice, Florence and Genoa. Italian trade Diasporas also existed in the Byzantine Empire as well as dotting North Africa and the Middle East. In northern Europe, the Hanseatic League dominated trade around the Baltic and North Seas from the late fourteenth century. Innovations in commercial accounting also continued to develop and double-entry bookkeeping spread from Genoa in the early fourteenth century. While the arrival of the Black Death through ports and major trade centers tended to restrict commercial contacts, trade links were not entirely severed.

Hundred Years' War
A war fought on French soil between England and France. It was a war initiated by the French monarchy's expansionist policy and by the English king's resentment of having to recognize the King of France as his superior with regards to England's territory in France. The war was fought off and on between the years 1337-1453 and resulted in the loss of the majority of the English territory in France.

Hanseatic League
The Hanseatic League was an association of German cities, originally established solely for economic reasons. These cities primarily wished to increase and protect their commerce and, where possible, secure a monopoly of trade in foreign ports. The League's members combined their naval and military powers to rid the Baltic and North Seas of pirates, and to protect their merchants who traveled by road or river. In the fourteenth century, after earlier occasional co-operation, the Hanseatic League became a permanent federation of towns with an assembly that formulated a common policy. A critical struggle for the League was the war from 1367 to 1370 with one of its chief rivals, Denmark. In this war, the League was victorious. It was granted extensive privileges and maintained the supremacy of its merchants over those of Scandinavia. The League eventually declined because of the diverging interests of its members and because of the rise of English and Dutch trade.

Black Death
The combination of bubonic and pneumonic plagues that entered Europe along Eastern trade routes, sweeping across Europe between 1347-1350. Spread by rats carrying infected fleas, the Plague eliminated between one-fourth and one-third of the population in its first wave. Subsequent outbreaks, which continued into the seventeenth century, were far less severe. The Black Death had profound effects on all aspects of medieval life and deeply affected the psychological outlook of Europeans.

Banking in the middle Ages 



	With the increased economic activity of the Middle Ages, there was a growing need for money exchange and the conversion of coins. Moneychangers were soon holding and transferring large sums of money and extending loans to merchants. As the demand increased, so did the number of services. Common financial activities came to include granting loans, investing, as well as most of the deposit, credit and transfer functions of a modern bank. 

	
	A major obstacle to the growth of banks in the Middle Ages was the Church's prohibition of usury, the charging of interest on loans. As economic activity expanded, however, the papacy became one of the first to insist that interest should be paid on investments made at a risk. Because they were forbidden to hold land or engage in more "acceptable" sources of economic enterprise, moneychangers in the Middle Ages were typically Jews. After the shift in Church policy regarding usury, it became more acceptable to be a financier and attempts were made to expel Jews from their commercial role. 

The international luxury trade was centered in Rome during the Middle Ages. By the end of the thirteenth century, Florentines, as papal treasurers and tax collectors, spurred Florence to become the banking center of Europe. Large numbers of families invested capital in commercial and industrial developments. In the 1290's, the Bardi and Peruzzi families had established branches in England and were the main European bankers by the 1320's. By 1338, there were more than eighty banking houses in Florence with operations across Europe. The financial success of Florentine banking activities led others to break the monopoly. During the fifteenth century, municipal banks became established, including one at Barcelona in 1401 and one a few years later at Valencia. One of the longest and most stable banks was the Bank of Saint George in Genoa, established in 1407 by state creditors and run by a board of directors. 

The greatest danger to Medieval banking was in granting loans to European monarchs to finance wars. The use of mercenary armies and field artillery increased the costs of mounting military operations. To finance these activities, rulers were often willing to repay loans at extremely high rates of interest sometimes as high as 45 to 60 percent. Yet if they were unable to repay the loans, they simply did not. Most of the bank failures of the late Middle Ages and Renaissance were the result of large loans to rulers who refused to pay their debts. The Bardi and Peruzzi banks suffered greatly when England's monarchs refused to pay for loans acquired to finance the Hundred Years' War. 

Origins of Feudal Institutions 



Vassalage agreements developed from Roman and Germanic precedents. When Romans expanded into Germany and Germans later settled in Northern Italy, the customs of the two people blended. Romans had a longstanding tradition of patronage by which a wealthy or well-placed patron would take on a lower-born or less wealthy client, providing protection or recognition to the client. In return, the patron could expect to receive gifts, political and physical support as well as prestige. Romans also contributed their method of maintaining large estates, latifundia. Owned by the elite, latifundia were worked by resident freedmen who provided a tax or tithe to the owner. 

Germanic customs contributed greatly to the martial aspect of feudal institutions. A group of equal freeborn warriors, the comitatus, was led by the comes, a commander chosen for military ability. When plunder was seized, the commander took the larger part and distributed smaller portions to other members of the band. Once the comes acquired large amounts of land and the band became more settled, his household became more structured and specialized offices developed such as chamberlains, who looked after the most prized possessions (which were kept in the bedroom chamber) and the marechals or marshals, who cared for the stables. 

Frankish expansion in the fifth and sixth centuries resulted in the acquisition of vast tracts of land. Although the Merovingians granted ownership to most of the royal holdings, the early Carolingians (Pepin of Heristal: d.715 and especially his son, Charles Martel: 714-741) confiscated those lands. Reassigning them under strict conditions of military service and loyalty, the Carolingians were able to deal with the threat of Saracen expansion and set standards for feudal agreements. 




Feudal Institutions 



In the middle Ages, networks of personal agreements formed the basis of the political, economic and social systems. How these agreements developed and how they were utilized during the early middle Ages are currently topics of scholarly debate. Nevertheless, by the late Middle Ages, the terminology and concepts that are implied in the designation of a feudal society had been defined by the legal profession and can be applied to the time period of this tutorial. 

For noble and peasant alike, the family was the single most important social unit of the middle Ages and the basis for other relationships. Functioning as a form of social security, the family provided protection and care to the children, the aged and infirm. Family alliances of blood and marriage were utilized to strengthen feudal ties and to increase power bases. In order to prevent the splintering of family property, the law of primogeniture was adopted across most of Europe. Under this law, the eldest son received the full inheritance of the father, leaving younger sons to make their own way. 

In the middle Ages, one of the most common paths for younger siblings was to enter into ecclesiastical service. This tied the Church into the feudal network as family loyalties remained intact for clergy and the hierarchy of the Church mirrored the social structure of a patriarchal secular society. Noble bishops and abbots increased the prestige and political clout of their natal families while the presence of a royal member within a monastery benefited the entire spiritual family. 

Feudalism is the term applied to relationships between members of the aristocracy. The basic unit of these feudal arrangements was the fief, a section of land granted for temporary use. The vassalage agreement was between the owner of the fief, the lord, and the recipient of the fief, the vassal. Technically, ownership of the land remained with the lord but the vassal received "use of the fruits", or usufruct, in exchange for fealty to the lord. Over time, these land grants became hereditary and ownership of the land seldom reverted back to the lord, except in cases of contumacy or absence of an heir. 

The structure of these feudal arrangements was fluid and cannot be forced into a defined hierarchy. Depending on the lands that a man held, he could be vassal to more than one lord and lord to more than one vassal. This condition, called subinfeudation, illustrates the amazing complexity and flexibility of feudal institutions. To deal with the potential for conflicting loyalties that subinfeudation could create, documents were often written to outline the precedence of the various lords by which a vassal may be bound, defining a single overlord as liege lord.

All feudal relationships were based on a perceived, if not an actual, imbalance of power and the mutual exchange of goods, lands or services. Use of the term feudalism is typically restricted to the relationships between members of the nobility. However, relationships between the nobility and the peasantry, manorialism, reflect a similar power structure. 

Developing from the Roman villas of late antiquity, the manor became the basic agricultural unit in the early Middle Ages and reflected the system of personal bonds seen in feudal arrangements. In the manorial system, however, the bonds were between lords and serfs and were defined by conditions of protection, labor and economic support. 

In the Roman villa, gangs of slaves worked the land of the owner. As the supply of slaves dwindled between the fifth and eighth centuries, a new class emerged from the combination of free peasants and slaves, the serfs. Faced with shortages of slave field labor, landowners began to grant plots of land, called tenures to serfs in exchange for tithes on crops, service in the lord's own fields and various other types of taxes. In exchange, the lord was obligated to provide military protection and justice for his tenants. Although serfs had no real status under law, social customs prevented excessive exploitation. Combined with the co-operative agricultural styles that developed in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, these ties of mutual personal dependence came to be defined as manorialism. 

While outright slavery had ceased to exist virtually everywhere in Europe by the twelfth century, most of the peasant labor force consisted of serfs who were tied to a lord and, often, to the land. The shift from serf to freedman occurred through manumission. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries increased amounts of cultivable lands with higher productivities combined with opportunities for manumission and placed large areas of farmland into the hands of the non-nobles. 

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Europe was faced with a series of agricultural, economic and demographic disasters. The arrival of a colder and wetter climate meant that large areas of previously fertile land became unproductive. Crop failures and famines were common by the early fourteenth century and the arrival of the Black Death further decimated the population. At first, the depopulation opened up lands for the survivors but successive sweeps left few to maintain even the best farmlands or to preserve feudal patrimonies

A precarious land grant of a fief was not the only form of property agreement in the middle Ages. Minor landholders often held their own lands called allods. During the seventh to ninth centuries, Europe was enveloped in a period of almost continuous warfare and these small landowners sought protection from powerful lords by commendation. In exchange for this military and judicial protection, minor landholders granted ownership of their lands to an overlord. The use of the land normally returned to the former owner as a tenant under specified conditions and this type of grant often-required renewal whenever the tenant or the overlord changed. Since tenant farmers were not trained soldiers, their obligations seldom included military service. Because ecclesiastical nobles were usually better organized, had higher levels of literacy, and were less likely to be engaged in wars, bishops and abbots (secular clergy with military powers) were often the preferred lords for commendation. The Church acquired vast tracts of land by this method in the early middle Ages.

In the late middle Ages, the social classes underwent a period of fluidity. Economic conditions favored the merchant and craft classes, and even the peasantry could demand better circumstances. Feudal obligations between lord and vassal were being replaced by contractual agreements based on payments of money. The economy expanding from an agricultural base to include commercial and manufacturing interests. Also, Europe was no longer in a constant state of warfare and even the Crusades had ceased to be a focus for the energies of the martial nobility. In an attempt to close ranks and protect social status, the noble elite turned their military attributes towards elaborate forms of "mock battle" such as jousts and tournaments, and the martial and moral aspects of feudal society were ritualized into chivalry. This diversion of military prowess developed the romantic ideals of courtly love and knightly honor that have been immortalized in the literature of the time. It is ironic that the fanciful picture of the dignified knight and his lady that will forever be associated with the knights of the Middle Ages was created by the demise of the very systems that shaped it.

New Monarchies 



As the middle Ages progressed in Europe, feudalism created layers of conflicting laws, customs and traditions. Numerous feudal courts were established under dukes and earls whose interests were often contrary to those of the monarch, threatening royal authority. In an effort to rectify this situation, the monarchs of England, France, Spain, and Portugal took steps to re-establish their authority over the aristocracy and the clergy. They did this by centralizing governmental offices and placing officials throughout the kingdom to represent royal interests. As they moved to secure autonomy within their own kingdoms, they also sought to solidify national boundaries. Those monarchies that experienced a move towards greater control by the king through a centralized government are known as the 'New Monarchies'. Despite the similarity of outcome, England, France, Spain, and Portugal each followed slightly different routes and the trend towards centralization suffered a temporary setback between the early fourteenth and mid-fifteenth century. Wars, internal dissension, riots, famine, and plague disrupted governmental processes and it was not until the end of the fifteenth century that the royal houses of England, France, Spain, and Portugal were able to re-establish control. 

England 

Although England's island location defined its geographic boundaries, attempts were made to retain English territories on the Continent. These attempts met with limited success and virtually all-Continental holdings were lost during the Hundred Years' War (1337-1453) with France. These losses would ultimately benefit the English since England could now focus on its home front without overextending its resources. 

England's relative geographical isolation also allowed its political structures to evolve virtually unhampered by external powers, making it possible for civil and legal institutions to be standardized throughout the country. Officials who represented the Crown limited regional interests. However, the English king did not rule absolutely. Most laws and tax levies required parliamentary approval to pass. 

During the fourteenth century, the English Parliament became a permanent institution that was split into two parts, the House of Commons and the House of Lords. While the House of Lords was composed of the great prelates and magnates, the Commons was made up of representatives of townspeople and petty knights. Although the Commons made significant gains during the Hundred Years' War when fiscal support was traded for political concessions from the monarchy, the Commons had not yet become an independent voice. Royal and aristocratic interests remained at the forefront during the late middle Ages. 

Longstanding territorial disputes between England and France erupted in the early fourteenth century when the last Capetian king of France died without male issue in 1328. Edward III of England (1312-1377) claimed the French crown through his mother, the daughter of Philip IV the Fair (1268-1314). The French were appalled at the idea of an English monarch and raised Philip of Valois (1293-1350), the son of Philip the Fair's younger brother, to the throne as Philip VI. Edward III initially accepted Philip VI as king of France but simmering hostilities between the two nations led him to revive his claim in 1337 and initiate the Hundred Years' War.  

The English initially enjoyed success in their military ventures, winning decisive victories at Crecy in 1346 and at Poitiers in 1356. When Edward III died in 1377, his successor, Richard II (1367-1400) ignored the war on the Continent and focused on reducing the power of the English aristocracy. This attack against their authority alarmed the English nobility and, with the sanction of Parliament, Richard II was deposed in 1399. Parliament elected Henry IV (1367-1413) as king but troubles in England occupied him for most of his reign. This incident demonstrates the power and limitations of Parliament during the late middle Ages. Even though the Houses merely confirmed the wishes of the magnates, these great lords appreciated the importance of receiving parliamentary approval for their actions. 

	Hostilities with France resumed in 1415 under Henry V (1387-1422) who won a significant victory at Agincourt in the same year. His alliance in 1416 with Sigismund, the Holy Roman emperor, split the French defenses and Henry V continued to win French lands. In 1420, a peace treaty with Charles VI of France was concluded at Troyes. Henry V returned to France in 1421 to suppress a French rebellion but he became ill and died at Vincennes in 1422, leaving an infant son as heir. The death of Henry V marked a turning point in the Hundred Years' War and, by 1453, England no longer held any Continental lands except Calais. 

The Hundred Years' War had barely ended when a series of dynastic wars split England. The Wars of the Roses (1455-1485) were fought between the rival houses of Lancaster and York, each claiming the English crown. Neither side was able to gain long-term ascendancy until, in 1485, the Yorkist claim ended when Richard III (1452-1485) was killed at the Battle of Bosworth Field. The Lancastrian leader, Henry Tudor (1457-1509), ascended to the throne as Henry VII. His marriage to Elizabeth, the daughter of the Yorkist king, Edward IV (1442-1483), united the warring houses and established the Tudor dynasty that would provide the rulers to lead England into the next century.

The House of Commons or The Commons
The English parliamentary body comprised of elected representatives of the lesser nobility and townsmen. The name 'Commons' comes from their common roots.

France 

Across the Channel, the French monarch had greater difficulty moving towards a centralized government than the English monarch. Unlike England, France was composed of many independent states with deeply entrenched laws and customs. Consequently, most French people turned to their local lords for leadership instead of the king. Through a policy that used inheritance, marriage, and war, the French crown finally achieved territorial sovereignty. 

While the process of achieving territorial sovereignty was taking place, the French monarch also had to contend with the problem of jurisdictional sovereignty. This was a contentious issue for the aristocracy, and cities jealously guarded the rights and honors they had won over time from the Crown. The monarch's attempt to reclaim former jurisdictions, such as legal rights, was met with distrust and suspicion. The Crown ingeniously solved the problem by following a strategy of the Roman Empire: the Crown allowed the regional powers to maintain their local customs and institutions but it placed royal officials in the important offices of each state, thereby ensuring loyalty to the crown and effective monarchical control. 
Philip IV the Fair (1268-1314) initiated France's foray into constitutional government. In his struggle with the papacy over the right to tax the clergy, Philip IV summoned the first Estates General in 1301. Composed of representatives of the clergy, the nobility, and townspeople, the Estates General were intended only to provide support for royal initiatives and never achieved the same level of independent authority as the English Parliament. In an attempt to benefit the royal treasury, Philip VI forced the pope to dissolve the Knights Templar in 1312, allowing him to appropriate the enormous wealth of the Order. Also under Philip IV's influence, the papal court was moved to Avignon in 1307, beginning the so-called 'Avignonese' or 'Babylonian' Captivity. 

Philip IV's two eldest sons, Louis X and Philip V, reigned in quick succession until 1322 when his third son, Charles IV (1294-1328), ascended to the throne. Charles IV increased taxes, debased the coinage, and confiscated numerous noble estates during his reign. Charles IV's death without a male heir ended the Capetian dynasty in 1328 and set up the circumstances for the English claim to the French throne that precipitated the Hundred Years' War. 

Philip VI (1293-1350), Philip IV's nephew, was crowned king of France in 1328, founding the Valois dynasty. Edward III of England initially accepted Philip VI as king but later revived his own claim to the French throne and embarked upon the Hundred Years' War. The war did not begin well for the French when the French fleet was destroyed near Sluis in the Netherlands in 1340. The staggering defeat at Crécy in 1346 and the loss of Calais in 1347 forced Philip VI to agree to a truce with Edward III, which continued until Philip VI's death in 1350. 

Almost all fighting in the Hundred Years' War occurred on French soil, placing a heavy burden on the French people. Even when pauses in formal hostilities occurred, bands of plundering mercenaries ravaged the countryside. The Black Death that began to sweep through France in 1348 followed famines in the first quarter of the fourteenth century. John II the Good (1319-1364), lacked the ability either to contain the English forces and marauding mercenaries or to adequately cope with the disease and famine that left his kingdom discouraged and demoralized. The loss at Poitiers in 1356 was compounded by the capture of John II by the English. 

Although John II's son, the dauphin Charles, was appointed regent during his father's captivity, the Estates General defied the king and met in Paris under the leadership of Etienne Marcel, a cloth merchant who had assumed control of the government. They imposed the Great Ordinance on the dauphin in 1357, granting far-reaching fiscal, judicial, and administrative powers to the Estates General. Pressed by famine, plague, mercenaries, and the loss of their traditional feudal protectors, the French peasantry revolted in 1358. A broad-based expression of frustration and anger, the Jacquerie had no specific goals and lacked effective leadership. Nevertheless, for two weeks, northern France was terrorized until the aristocracy ruthlessly crushed the Jacquerie. 

The chaos of the Jacquerie created a resurgence of royalist feeling and support for the constitutional government was swept away. Etienne Marcel was killed in the summer of 1358, the Great Ordinance was declared null, and the dauphin Charles resumed the regency until his father's death in 1364, when he took the throne as Charles V. An extremely competent monarch, Charles V (1337-1380), reversed French fortunes in the Hundred Years' War. By 1380, the English were forced to temporarily abandon further military advances and Charles V turned his attention to strengthening his power and expanding the Crown's revenues. 

The tide again turned against France when Charles VI the Mad (1380-1422), succeeded in 1380. A ducal council guided the weak-minded and highly unstable king until 1388 when he began to rule in his own right. Charles VI's ineffectiveness allowed the rivalry between the houses of Orleans and Burgundy to burst into open conflict and Henry V of England took advantage of France's civil unrest to revive hostilities in the Hundred Years' War. The French loss at Agincourt in 1415 forced Charles VI the Mad to accept Henry V as his heir under the terms of the Treaty of Troyes, signed in 1420. 
When Charles VI and Henry V both died in 1422, the French throne passed to Henry V's infant son, Henry VI of England. France acquiesced to an English monarch until Charles VI's son, in desperation, accepted the assistance of the visionary, Joan of Arc. Her astonishing victory at Orléans allowed Charles to be crowned Charles VII (1403-1461) at Reims in July 1429. Even though Charles VII abandoned Joan to Burgundian and English forces in 1430, she had invigorated the French army and the English were eliminated from France. The last battle of the Hundred Years' War was fought at Castillon on July 17, 1453, the English having lost all Continental territory except for the port town of Calais. During his reign, Charles VII worked to consolidate royal authority. He issued the Pragmatic Sanction of 1438 that reaffirmed the authority of the French king over the income and personnel of the French Church, ending the dispute that Philip IV had begun more than a century earlier and ensuring the autonomy of the French clergy from the Roman papacy. 
Louis XI (1423-1483), dubbed the Spider King for his skill at establishing and manipulating alliances, ascended to the throne of France in 1461. His methods were not always admirable and he did not hesitate to use clandestine murder and public execution to rid himself of opposition. Louis XI confiscated the Burgundian lands when his major rival, Charles the Bold of Burgundy, died in 1477, despite a claim by Charles' daughter, Mary. In 1482, he reached an agreement with Mary's husband, the Holy Roman emperor Maximilian I, to divide Burgundy between the two kingdoms. Despite Louis XI's ruthlessness, his support of trade and commerce in search of revenue for the royal coffers stimulated the entire French economy. His unswerving quest to consolidate his power provided the foundation for royal absolutism that would become the main feature of the French monarchy. 

Louis XI's son, Charles VIII (1470-1498), succeeded to the throne under a regency until 1491. In 1494, he invaded Italy and briefly occupied Naples in 1495. The Italian states, normally averse to unified action, joined together and forced Charles VIII from Italy. French monarchs would continue to strive to recapture Italian lands for the next half century. 

Despite the ravages of famine, plague, and war throughout the fourteenth century, thanks to a few capable monarchs, France recovered during the fifteenth century. By 1500, France enjoyed a flourishing economy under a monarchy that ruled through a centralized government staffed by noble and middle class bureaucrats. 

Dauphin
The French term given to the heir apparent to the throne.

The Iberian Monarchies: Spain and Portugal 

Although elements of the Iberian monarchies' development echo those of France, the prolonged presence of the Moors provided a unique shape to the Spanish and Portuguese monarchies. In the eighth century, a Berber Muslim army, the Moors, conquered much of the Iberian peninsula. A few tiny enclaves of Christian rule remained in the north of Spain but it was not until the tenth century that significant advances were made by the Christians to recapture land from the Moors. By the early thirteenth century, the Reconquista had forced the Moors from most of the Iberian peninsula and only a few small areas remained under Moorish control, including the port of Cadiz and the kingdom of Granada. The pre-eminent Christian kingdoms at the end of the thirteenth century were Castile and León, Aragón, and Portugal. 

Spain 

By the later Middle Ages, Spain was dominated by the kingdoms of Castile and León, and Aragón, the smaller kingdoms falling into their spheres of influence. Castile and León held Asturias, Córdoba, Extremurda, Galicia, Jaén, and Seville while Barcelona, Valencia, and the Balearic Islands fell to Aragón. Although these smaller kingdoms initially retained their own governments, called the Cortes, they recognized either the monarch of Castile and León or Aragón as king. Similar in concept to the English Parliament and the French Estates General, the Cortes were representative assemblies of the aristocracy, the Church and the common people. As the monarchies grew more powerful, the Cortes evolved from autonomous institutions into regional representative assemblies. 

Throughout most of the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, civil unrest prevented the Spanish monarchies from establishing significant control over the nobility. The Aragónese monarchy tried to placate the nobility and the townspeople by granting significant concessions to the Cortes but numerous revolts by the merchant class forced the expansion of royal powers at the expense of the local Cortes. In Castile, the greatest challenge to authority came from the nobility. 

Castile and León 

Ferdinand IV of Castile and León (1286?-1312) intertwined the monarchies of Portugal and Castile when he and Diniz of Portugal ended the wars between their two kingdoms by intermarrying their families. Ferdinand IV also succeeded in capturing Gibraltar from the Moors in 1309 but most of his reign was filled with anarchy and civil unrest. When Alfonso XI (1310?-1350) came to the throne in 1312, he set out to increase royal authority by granting privileges to the lower classes at the expense of the aristocracy, which further increased the discontent of the nobility. He joined with Alfonso IV of Portugal to defeat the Moors at the Battle of Salado River in 1340. 

Alfonso XI was succeeded by his son, Pedro the Cruel (1334-1369), in 1350. His illegitimate half-brother, Henry of Trastamara, received help from Charles V of France and Pedro called on Edward III of England, who sent a force under Edward, the Black Prince. Pedro and his English allies defeated Henry and his French forces in 1367, when the English had left, Henry returned and defeated Pedro in 1369, assuming the throne as Henry II of Castile and Leon (1333?-1379). Henry II continued to honor his French alliance and his navy was instrumental in the destruction of the English fleet at La Rochelle in 1372. 

John I (1358-1390) followed his father Henry II to the throne of Castile and León in 1379. One of his first actions was to break the long-standing Portuguese-English alliance by forcing his marriage to Ferdinand I of Portugal's daughter in 1382. When Ferdinand I died in 1383, John I of Castile claimed the Portuguese throne but John I of Portugal defeated him in 1385. In support of his Portuguese son-in-law, John of Gaunt, the duke of Lancaster, invaded Castile in 1386. A treaty in 1387 and the marriage of one of John of Gaunt's daughters to John I of Castile's son, Henry, resolved the dispute. 

John I's son Henry (1379-1406) was crowned Henry III of Castile and Leon following his father's death in 1390. Inheriting the internal disorder and violence of his father's reign, Henry III set out to soothe the nobility and to restore royal power. At his death in 1406, the throne passed smoothly to his young son, John II (1405-1454). The early years of John II's reign were ably administered by the co-regency of his mother, Catherine, and his uncle, Ferdinand I the Just of Aragon. When John II took power into his own hands in 1419, he wisely chose Don Alvaro de Luna as his chief counselor. The kingdom was well governed by these two men until de Luna arranged a marriage with a Portuguese princess after the death of John II's first wife. The new queen resented de Luna's influence and pressed John II to dispose of him. De Luna was executed in 1453. John II died a few months later. 

John II's daughter was the famous Isabella I the Catholic (1451-1504). She married her cousin Ferdinand of Aragón in 1469 and, when her brother Henry IV of Castile died in 1474, Isabella succeeded to the throne of Castile and León. The powerful Spanish kingdom was created when Ferdinand V of Aragon ascended to his title in 1479. Isabella I is best known for sponsoring Christopher Columbus' voyage to the New World in 1492. 

Aragón 

When Henry III of Castile and Leon died in 1406, his younger brother Ferdinand declined the Castilian crown, choosing to become coregent for young nephew, John II. His wise and careful administration distinguished him and, when his uncle died without a male heir, Ferdinand I the Just (1379?-1416) was chosen to take his place as king of Aragón and Sicily. His agreement to depose the antipope Benedict XII in 1416 helped to end the Great Schism. 

Alfonso V the Magnanimous (1385-1458) of Aragón and Sicily ascended to the throne after his father's death in 1416. He helped defend Joanna II of Naples against attacks by Louis III of Anjou and was named her heir. Even though Joanna II changed her mind in 1423, instead choosing Louis III of Anjou to inherit her title, Alfonso V pressed his claim when the Neapolitan queen died in 1435. He was defeated and captured by the Genoese allies of the duke of Anjou and he was sent to Francesco Sforza, the duke of Milan, who promptly formed an alliance with him. The Angevine forces were finally defeated and Alfonso V of Aragón and Sicily added the kingdom of Naples to his titles in 1443. 

In 1458, John II (1397-1479) followed his brother to the throne of Aragón, Sicily, and Naples. He married Blanche of Navarre in 1420, inheriting the kingdom of Navarre in 1425. However, the Cortes refused to recognize the claim of John II, preferring his son, Charles IV of Navarre. John II and Charles IV battled for control until Charles IV's death in 1461. A series of revolts in Catalonia caused further problems for John II until 1472. At the end of his reign, John II was embroiled in a war against the French king, Louis XI. 

John II's second son Ferdinand (1452-1516) became king of Sicily in 1468 and king of Aragón in 1479 as Ferdinand II and, as Ferdinand III; he ascended to the throne of Naples in 1504. However, he is best known as Ferdinand V the Catholic of Spain. It was through the marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile and Leon that Spain was united and peace was finally established. While Ferdinand and Isabella remained independent rulers within their respective realms and the regional Cortes continued to operate, the royal couple were united in their overall vision for Spain and a centralized administration united the two kingdoms. The Spanish monarchs established a program of religious orthodoxy across the nation, forcing Jews and Moslems to choose between conversion to Christianity and exile. In 1478, in an attempt to root out heresy and 'insincere' converts, the Inquisition began, quickly becoming an instrument of political manipulation to suppress opposition to the monarchy. By 1492, nearly 200,000 Jews were expelled from Spain, the Moorish kingdom of Granada was captured, and the nobility had yielded to Ferdinand and Isabella. With their authority firmly entrenched in Spain, Ferdinand and Isabella set out to establish their country as a leader in Europe. Ferdinand's sights were focused on the Mediterranean and on playing a more influential role within European politics while Isabella's eyes turned towards the horizon and the newly discovered territory and wealth of the Americas. 

The Reconquista 
The Reconquista refers to the medieval Christian conquest of the Iberian peninsula (present-day Spain and Portugal) from the Moslem forces, who had invaded the area in 711. After 1000, the Moslem caliphate of Cordoba began to break into several smaller states divided by warfare. This provided the opportunity for Christian forces to initiate the Reconquista, led by the Kingdom of Castile, which captured the important Moslem city of Toledo in 1085. 
The kingdom of Aragón also began its own offensive against the Moors in the early twelfth century and the union with Catalonia in 1140 furnished additional military strength. In 1212, Pope Innocent III proclaimed a full crusade against the Moors and the Battle of Las Navas de Tolosa in the same year provided the Christians with a decisive victory from which the Moors never fully recovered. Castile captured Cordoba in 1236 and Cadiz in 1262. By 1270, the Moors were confined to the small Kingdom of Granada in the south of Spain, which they held until 1492 when Ferdinand V and Isabella I completed the Reconquista by capturing the last Moorish enclave in Spain. 

Benedict XII
(c. 1280-1285), born Jacques Fournier. A Cistercian who was elevated to the papal throne in 1334, Benedict XII was the third pope to reign from Avignon. A vigorous opponent of heresy, Benedict XII condemned groups like the Waldenses and the Cathars. He instituted rigorous monastic reforms that were quickly undone by his successors. Benedict XII moved the papal archives to Avignon and built a fortified palace there.

Great Schism
The period between 1378 and 1417 during which there were multiple claimants to the papal office.


Portugal 

As in Castile, the nobility was the major source of rebellion in Portugal and the royal succession was regularly disputed. The continual disputation of succession was exacerbated by the policy of intermarriage between the royal houses of Portugal and Castile that was initiated by Diniz of Portugal (1261-1325) and Ferdinand IV of Castile and Leon (1286?-1312) to end the wars between their two kingdoms. 

During his reign from 1279 to 1325, Diniz of Portugal provided vigorous encouragement to Portuguese agriculture and commerce, founding schools for the study of agriculture. He made Portuguese the official language of the law courts and his interest in learning and the arts prompted him to found a university at Lisbon in 1290 (it was later moved to Coimbra in 1306). In 1294, he signed a commercial treaty with England and created a royal navy in 1317. 

Alfonso IV the Brave (1290-1357), followed his father as king of Portugal in 1357. Alfonso IV allied with Alfonso XI of Castile and Leon to defeat the Moors at the Battle of Salado River in 1340. Although he was a capable administrator, the dynastic murder of his daughter-in-law blackened Alfonso IV's name and briefly turned his son, Dom Pedro, against him. The two were soon reconciled and Pedro succeeded his father in 1357 as Pedro I of Portugal. Pedro I's reign was relatively uneventful and he was followed by his son, Ferdinand I the Handsome (1345-1383), in 1367. 
The numerous intermarriages between Castile and Portugal provided Ferdinand I with a claim to the Castilian throne and he made three unsuccessful attempts between 1370 and 1382 to win the kingship of Castile. When Ferdinand I died without a male heir in 1383, a civil war erupted over the right to the throne. Finally, Ferdinand I's illegitimate half-brother, John I (1357-1433), seized control in 1385. 

John I of Portugal reinforced the Portuguese-English alliance by signing another treaty and marrying one of John of Gaunt's daughters. A popular monarch, John I reformed his administration and supported Portuguese culture. The most noteworthy Portuguese accomplishments of John I's reign resulted from the work of his third son, Prince Henry the Navigator (1394-1460) who made numerous contributions to the arts of navigation and shipbuilding. 

Following a brief reign by John I's son, Edward, Alfonso V the African (1432-1481) succeeded to the Portuguese throne under a regency in 1438. In 1448, Alfonso V dissolved the regency and subdued a 1449 attempt by his uncle to seize the crown. His wars against the Moors in northwest Africa were successful but his 1476 attack on Castile failed. 
John II the Perfect (1455-1495) acted as regent between 1475 and 1477 when his father was at war with Castile and became king following Alfonso V's death in 1381. John II dealt with rebellious nobility by severely limiting their powers. Portuguese navigators explored the west coast of Africa during John II's reign and the importance of Iberian explorations is evidenced in the Treaty of Tordesillas. Signed in 1494, the treaty divided the non-Christian world between Portugal and Spain. 

Portugal entered into the sixteenth century during the reign of Emanuel I (1469-1521). Dubbed the "golden age of Portuguese exploration," Emanuel I's reign began in 1495 and witnessed the famous expeditions of Vasco da Gama, Pedro Alvares Caral, Gaspar Corte-Real, and Afonso de Albuquerque. As well, commercial relations with China, Persia, and India were established and Portugal was poised to reap the benefits of her explorations. 

PRINCE HENRY THE NAVIGATOR 
Prince Henry the Navigator was the fifth child and fourth son of King João I (John I) and Queen Philippa. Henry was somewhat of a paradox: a dreamer, a scholar, and a monk who nevertheless possessed the instincts of a businessman. Essentially, Prince Henry was a religious man, committed to breaking the hold of heathens and securing the triumph of Christianity in Africa.

The crusading legacy of Portugal exerted tremendous influence during Prince Henry's time. The expulsion of Islamic North Africans from the Algarve was still a part of the living memory of most Portuguese, and the four great military orders, St. John, Santiago, Aviz, and Christ, still occupied their castles throughout the Portuguese realm. The importance of these military orders cannot be understated, for Prince Henry's own connections to the Order of Christ would play a significant role during the early years of Portuguese expansion. 

The Treaty of Tordesillas
Signed in 1494 by John II of Portugal and Isabella I and Ferdinand V of Spain, the treaty established a line about 1770 km west of the Cape Verde Islands - all new lands east of this line belonged to Portugal and all lands west of the line belonged to Spain. The treaty received papal sanction from Pope Julius II in 1506. The Treaty of Tordesillas was superseded by a series of new agreements beginning in 1750.

Vasco da Gama
(1469?-1524), Portuguese explorer who reached India by sea. He rounded the Cape of Good Hope in 1486, reaching Calicut in 1498, and returning to Portugal in 1499. He was instrumental in helping to establish Portuguese trading communities in India.

Cabral, Pedro Álvares
(1460?-1526?), Portuguese explorer who discovered Brazil in 1500 and claimed it for Portugal.

Afonso de Albuquerque
(1453-1515), Portuguese navigator and statesman, also called Afonso the Great; he established Portuguese commercial enterprises in Asia. As viceroy of India, he expanded Portuguese control west into the Persian Gulf and east along the Indian Ocean.

Origins of the Holy Roman Empire 



In the eighth century, the Frankish Empire underwent extensive consolidations during the reigns of Charles Martel, Pepin the Short, and Charlemagne. The end result was that the Frankish king had become the single most powerful lord in Europe at the time. This situation was recognized when, on Christmas Day 800, Pope Leo III at Rome crowned Charlemagne 'Emperor of the Romans'. When the Empire was divided between Charlemagne's grandsons in 840, the split was along linguistic lines - French to the west, German to the east, and a narrow strip down the center that would be the cause of bitter territorial disputes between France and Germany into the twentieth century. 

	
	In the ninth and tenth centuries, Europe was disrupted by a series of invasions by Vikings, Hungarians, and Muslims. When the invasions finally subsided, Germany's initial recovery was characterized by the emergence of semi-independent duchies based on earlier Germanic tribal divisions. By the early tenth century, five duchies dominated Germany: Bavaria, Franconia, Lorraine, Saxony, and Swabia. 

After the death of the last Carolingian emperor in 911, the monarchy fell into the hands of the dukes of Franconia and Saxony until the Saxon line was able to assimilate the crown into their dynastic line. The dukes of Saxony soon extended their control over Franconia and Lorraine and retained the German monarchy for the next century. The second king in the Saxon line was Otto I, the Great, who consolidated his authority in Germany and added the title of 'King of Italy' in 951. His successful defense of Germany against the Hungarians in 955 validated his claim as monarch over the German princes and, in 962, Otto I was crowned 'Roman Emperor' by Pope John XII. Although the term 'Holy Roman Empire' would not be regularly used until the twelfth century, Otto I's coronation marked the beginning of the medieval Holy Roman Empire, which was to remain a fundamentally German phenomenon until its demise in the nineteenth century. 


Holy Roman Empire 



The Holy Roman Empire was faced with many difficulties during the later middle Ages. The vast distances between territorial holdings, extreme regional disparities, ethnic complexities, and the lack of a strong hereditary kingship prevented the consolidation and centralization of authority that characterized the New Monarchies of England, France, and Spain. Internal dissension and longstanding disputes with the papacy and France forced German kings to choose between maintaining control within their empire and enhancing the international prestige of the imperial crown. 

A political empire imposed across geographic and ethnic boundaries, at the start of the fourteenth century, the Holy Roman Empire was comprised of present-day Germany and extended across Prussia, Hungary, Bohemia, Switzerland, and parts of southern and northern Italy. Literally hundreds of smaller principalities, duchies, and counties composed the empire. Succession to the imperial title required two steps. First, a candidate was selected by the German princes and elected king of Germany. Next, imperial recognition and coronation had to be granted by the pope. Not every elected king became emperor and many German kings did not even seek the imperial title. 

In an attempt to eliminate papal interference from German politics, Louis IV (1287-1347), in association with German princes, issued the Declaration of Rense in 1338 that stated that the emperor would be elected by an electoral college of German princes and that papal confirmation was unnecessary. Pope Clement VI (1291-1352) resented Louis IV's exclusionary tactics and formally deposed the emperor in 1346, promoting a former student, Charles of Luxembourg (1316-1378), in Louis IV's place. The pope's candidate was not immediately accepted but, following Louis IV's death in 1347, Charles ascended to the throne as Charles IV. 

Charles IV's strong ties with Bohemia led him to focus on that country but he also sought to regularize laws and governmental practices throughout the empire. In 1356, he issued the "Golden Bull" which was a key step towards standardizing electoral procedures. The Bull clearly set out the seven officials who were in the college of electors. The seven electors included three princes of the Church - the archbishops of Mainz, Triers, and Cologne - and four lay princes - the King of Bohemia, the Count Palatine of Rhine, the Margrave of Brandenburg, and the Duke of Saxony. The lay offices eventually acquired 'quasi-sovereign' powers including judicial independence, the right to mint money, the right to collect tolls, and various mining privileges. In effect, the electorates became autonomous and established a paradigm of power that non-electoral princes also claimed. 

Meanwhile, Charles IV concerned himself with acquiring lands and securing the imperial title for his family. He had the Electorate designate his son, Wenzeslaus (1361-1419), as his successor before his death in 1378. Wenzeslaus was better known as a lover of wine than an effective ruler and spent his entire reign in Bohemia. The rest of the kingdom resented his incompetence and neglect. In 1400, the Electors deposed Wenzeslaus and elevated Rupert of the Palatinate to the throne. 

The validity of Rupert's claim was disputed from the start and another election in 1411 selected another of Charles IV's sons. Unfortunately, Sigismund (1368-1437) was another weak king. Although he was unable to protect his empire's frontiers from Turkish invaders or to deal with religious dissension from the Hussites within his kingdom, Sigismund was instrumental in resolving the Great Schism in 1414 at the Council of Constance. When Sigismund failed to produce a male heir, he arranged a marriage between his daughter and a Habsburg prince, Albert (1397-1439). As Albert II, he was recognized as Holy Roman Emperor but his one-year reign was too brief to allow him to be formally crowned. 

	
	In 1440, the Electors chose another Habsburg, Frederick III (1415-1493), who was the last emperor to be crowned at Rome by the pope. During a long and relatively uneventful reign, Frederick III established a dynastic policy that was aimed at creating a network of marriage alliances across Europe. His tactics are best expressed in his own words: "Let others lead wars; you, happy Austria, marry!" Although Frederick III was not particularly competent as a ruler, his marriage strategy proved successful. The Habsburgs were soon allied with most of Europe's ruling houses and the imperial title of Holy Roman Emperor became a dynastic title rather than an elected one. The imperial office would remain with the Habsburgs until its abolition in 1806 even though the male line died out in 1740.


The last emperor of the late middle Ages was Maximilian I of Habsburg (1459-1519) who expanded the Holy Roman Empire and firmly established the Habsburg dynasty as a European power. He successfully defended both his territories in northern Italy and his wife's Burgundian lands against French incursions. Maximilian I applied his father's marriage strategies to good effect, bringing the kingdoms of Aragón and Castile into the Habsburg hegemony when he married his son Philip to Joanna the Mad of Spain. 

Despite two centuries of relatively ineffective rulers, the Holy Roman Empire had been able to re-establish some degree of international political power by the end of the late middle Ages. However, it had failed either to secure political unity amongst its many tiny principalities or to establish a strong centralized government, such as those in England, France, and Spain

Wyclif, John (1325-1384)
John Wyclif, a professor at Oxford University, was an English religious reformer. While stressing scripture's priority over the traditional customs and teachings of the Church, Wyclif also saw that wealth was corrupting the Church and was outspoken in his criticism of it. Wyclif also denied the doctrine of transubstantiation and in the end attacked the entire administrative structure of the Church as being corrupt and unauthorized by scripture. He taught that the Church hierarchy had no absolute authority, that the pope was fallible, and that secular rulers should assume responsibility for the Church's welfare in their respective domains. Wyclif's ideas were developed and spread in England by his followers, the Lollards. The Wyclif English Bible and memories of Lollard beliefs lasted until the sixteenth century, and in Bohemia his ideas had a great influence on the Hussite movement.

Council of Constance
The Council of Constance was summoned to end the Great Western Schism, which resulted in the simultaneous reigns of three popes. The election of Martin V marked the end of the Schism. The Council condemned John Wyclif and Jan Hus on the grounds of heretical writings and teachings. Hus was burned at the stake, but this only served to give the Hussite movement in Bohemia a martyr.

Habsburgs (1273-1292, 1438-1806) 



Pope Gregory X (1273-1292) ended the Interregnum of the Holy Roman Empire that lasted from 1254 to 1273 by using his influence to get Rudolf, count of Hapsburg, elected as emperor. Rudolf was acceptable to the electors only because he renounced all imperial claims over the Papal States and also because he appeared sufficiently weak that imperial authority would not be enforced. Rudolf used his limited resources wisely, acquiring Austria through war. This acquisition transformed the Hapsburg family from a second-rank power with interests in western Germany to a major force in the Empire. Fearing Rudolf's attempts to reestablish hereditary succession, the princes elected the seemingly weak ruler, Adolf of Nassau (1292-1298). Adolf proved to be unexpectedly ambitious and consequently in 1298 was deposed by Rudolf's son Albert, who was elected emperor. Albert's attempt to reestablish the principle of hereditary succession was checked by French influence, and in 1308 Henry VII of the house of Luxembourg became emperor. 

The imperial title was returned to the Hapsburgs in 1438. Before his death, Sigismund I, the last Luxembourg emperors, married his daughter to Albert of Austria, bringing the Hapsburgs the extensive lands of Hungary and Bohemia. In 1438 Albert (1438-1439) was duly elected emperor and was the first of a long line of Hapsburg rulers that held the imperial title practically without interruption until 1806. 

Marriages continued to expand Hapsburg power. Albert's son, Frederick III (1440-1493), negotiated the marriage of Mary, the daughter and heiress of Duke Charles the Rash of Burgundy, with his son Maximilian. Maximilian (1493-1519) thus inherited the Burgundian lands and laid the basis for Hapsburg predominance in Europe in the sixteenth century.

Italy's City-States 



The disorganization of the Holy Roman Empire, its ongoing dispute with the papacy over the extent of Church authority in secular government and absentee foreign overlords left Italians largely self-governing within their communes. At the start of the fourteenth century, Italy was a patchwork of independent towns and small principalities whose borders were drawn and redrawn by battles, diplomatic negotiations and marriage alliances. During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, many of these petty principalities consolidated into five major political units that precariously balanced power on the Italian peninsula: the kingdoms of Naples and Sicily, the Papal States and the three major city-states of Florence, Venice and Milan. The other minor city-states that co-existed with these larger powers made political stability in Italy even more tenuous as their loyalties shifted from one main force to another. 

Only in the predominantly rural south did large territorial units continue to exist as fiefs of the Holy Roman Emperor and even they were constantly being stressed by feudal warfare. In the mid-thirteenth century, those states were administered by Manfred, the illegitimate son of Frederick II (1215-1250). Determined to reduce the threat of an imperial base so near to Rome, the papacy sought to eliminate German control from the Italian peninsula and offered the kingdom of Sicily to Charles of Anjou, a younger brother of Louis IX of France (1226-1270), in exchange for papal endorsement. Manfred was killed when the German forces were routed in 1266 and Charles of Anjou established the French Angevine dynasty in southern Italy and Sicily. 

The papal plan had succeeded in eliminating the Germans from southern Italy. However, the inhabitants of Sicily resented French occupation and, following a bloody anti-French riot in 1282, offered their crown to Peter III of Aragon, Manfred's son-in-law. The violence of the riot developed into the War of the Sicilian Vespers which lasted for twenty years, leaving Sicily under Aragónese control while the rest of southern Italy was ruled by the Angevins from Naples. For the next nine decades, Angevin and Aragónese lords impoverished the region as each struggled to control his own territories and to gain ascendancy over his rivals. 

The two kingdoms were finally reunited in 1435 when Alfonso the Magnanimous, king of Sicily, succeeded to the throne of Naples and became the king of Two Sicilies. The Aragónese line of Alfonso was able to maintain control of the kingdom and fend off Angevin claims until the end of the sixteenth century, when French forces invaded Naples, again turning Italy into a battleground for French-Spanish rivalries for generations. 

The alliance of the papacy with the French crown had repercussions that were felt beyond southern Italy and Sicily. The Angevins saw themselves as champions of the Church and the popes became more and more dependent on the French monarchy for support. Increasingly, Italians felt distanced from a Church so heavily controlled by French interests and took exception to foreign influence. The situation worsened during the residence of the papal court in Avignon during the Avignonese Captivity (1308-1378) and the attitude of resentment was especially evident in the Papal States of central Italy. 

The Papal States stretched across the middle of the Italian peninsula and provided agricultural and taxation support for the papacy. The region was exceptionally diverse culturally and belligerent nobility made the area difficult to control even with a strong administrative presence at Rome. The absence of the papacy during the Avignonese Captivity combined with the decimation of the Plague, leaving the capital ravaged. Lawless brigands terrorized citizens and travelers alike throughout the area and wolves even roamed the streets of the city. Without a strong unified government in Rome, central Italy was left to the mercy of princelings that used swords to carve out their own territories. 

The continuous political strife and warfare drained the economy and exhausted the population of Italy. Civil unrest frequently burst into open violence and rioting as cities rebelled against feudal landholders over rights of self-government and taxation. The conflict between the papal Guelphs and the imperial Ghibellines was to the benefit of many cities and by playing these two factions against one another, civic governments were able to organize and squirm out from under the direct control of either. The ideologies of the parties were often retained but tailored to suit the ideals of the new communes and, although regularly labeled as either Guelph or Ghibelline, many towns shifted their allegiances with the political winds. 

While many of Italy's towns and cities had originated from communes with republican ideals, most had become oligarchic in fact. During the late middle Ages, two factors affected Italian civic politics. The first was the increased influence of the lower economic classes. The second was the rise of the despots. 

The ultimate success of a city-state as an autonomous power was dependent on whether it could acquire the economic wherewithal to exist. It had to gain control over a sufficiently large portion of the surrounding contado to both provide a defensive zone and to generate adequate food and taxes. This process of urban expansion began in the twelfth century and by the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, several city-states had acquired sufficient dominance to be considered major political powers and their influence was felt not only within Italy but also throughout Europe. 

The expansion of towns into the contado brought the grandi and contadini into the cities and with them often came long-standing feuds. Once in the cities, the grandi tended to reorganize their allies and perpetuated the vendettas they had carried from the contado. While the magnates of the city absorbed themselves in their feuds, the non-noble working classes assumed political power and enacted legislation to control the vendetta violence. 

	
	
	


The rise of the popolo was critical and brought about some extremely sophisticated systems of government. The popolo remained, however, a class-based organization of guild members, professionals, craftsmen and laborers. It was as prone to factionalization as was the old aristocracy, splitting into the popolo grasso and the popolo minuto. The feuds of the aristocracy were soon replaced by political and economic rivalries within and between the classes of the popolo. 
Florence is a typical example of a communal government based on the domination of the popolo grasso. The Ordinance of Justice in 1293 restricted participation in local politics to guild members and exiled families known to either be hostile to the popolo or to be Ghibelline sympathizers. Although the popolo minuto was barred from open participation in civic government, the influence exerted by this class should not be underestimated. A particularly notable example is seen in the second half of the fourteenth century when, frustrated and beleaguered by the hardships created by the War of the Eight Saints, the lower classes of laborers and craftsmen of Florence overthrew the existing government and briefly seized power during the Ciompi Rebellion in 1378. This new regime lasted for only three years but awareness of the possibility of popular uprisings would remain. 

The Ciompi Rebellion also played a part in permitting the nouveau riche to acquire political prominence. Following the collapse of the Ciompi regime in 1381, a coalition of major Florentine families guided the republic and managed to maintain domestic peace. From 1434 onwards, the Medici became the dominant power without openly claiming power, thus avoiding the charge of despotism and maintaining Florence's republican image. After Cosimo de Medici's death in 1464, power passed through a brief succession of mediocre heirs until his grandson, Lorenzo, 'Il Magnifico' (1440-1492) assumed control in 1469. A brilliant political strategist, Lorenzo utilized a network of banking and patronage arrangements and negotiated with other major powers to maintain political stability throughout Italy. To paraphrase the Italian historian, Guicciardini, "if one must have a despot, Lorenzo was a good one to have." Nevertheless, Lorenzo managed to avoid being called a despot by most of his contemporaries. 

One of the most dazzling courts of the time was that of the Visconti and Sforza dukes of Milan, beginning with the despot, Giangaleazzo Visconti (1351-1402), who had married a daughter of the French king and purchased the title of Duke of Milan in 1395. His unexpected death in 1402 left Milan without a capable leader until 1450 when his grandson-in-law, Francesco Sforza (1401-1466), took control. Unfortunately, a pattern of lackluster descendants allowed control of Milan to pass to the French in 1499. 

Venice was the least typical of the Italian city-states of the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance. During the 1300s, Venice built on the knowledge of shipping and trade routes acquired during the Crusades of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries to develop an extensive commercial network stretching across the Mediterranean and even into the Black Sea and northern Europe. At the end of the fourteenth century, Venice had fixed her gaze outwards to her shipping lanes and stood as a world power relatively isolated from Italian infighting. Although actually governed under an oligarchic constitution, Venice succeeded in resisting despotic infiltration and executive power rested with the Signoria, Senate, the Great Council. The Signoria was headed by the Doge, who was elected for life and whose office possessed the highest degree of splendor, respect and honor. An attempt to establish a despot in 1310 led to the creation of a committee of public safety, the Council of Ten that exercised extensive power in protecting Venice against suspected enemies - foreign or domestic, political or economic. 

With its dependence on its vast international commercial links, Venice was often involved in petty wars with rival Italian ports but in 1376 a full-fledged war began with Genoa and lasted until the Genoese forces were annihilated in 1380. After settling the Genoese problem, Venice met the threat of Milanese expansion by enveloping mainland areas that protected its northern trade routes and its food supply. This terra firma policy, however, forced Venetian attentions inland and away from its overseas ties until, by the middle of the sixteenth century, Venice had ceased to be the world power it once was. Still, Venice was the only major Italian state able to retain its republican status. 

While the history of each Italian city-state is, of course, unique, the history of Italian politics is most significantly the history of the despots. In Italy, they achieved amazing levels of preeminence and the tools of diplomacy and espionage that they developed to retain their power set the standard for international relations throughout the Renaissance and into our own Modern era. Although Italy opened the door to the enlightenments of the Renaissance and the eyes of Europe turned to her for artistic guidance, her rulers continued to be split by their own squabbles. This lack of unity left Italy incapable of mounting successful defenses against the foreign invasions and occupations that were to come in the sixteenth century. 

Investiture
The appointment of bishops and archbishops within the Catholic Church.

War of the Sicilian Vespers
This charming name is given to the bloody war that began when, on Easter Monday in 1282, a French soldier assaulted a young married woman on her way to vespers in Palermo. The surrounding mob attacked the soldier and raised the cry, "Death to the French!" The ensuing riot massacred virtually every Frenchman in the city and the violence swiftly spread across the entire island. When the French sent a retaliatory force, the Sicilians called on Peter III of Aragon to aid them. The war ended indecisively two decades later, the Angevins in Naples, the Aragónese in Sicily and the economy and people of Sicily spent.

Avignonese Captivity
The period between 1305 and 1378 when the papal court resided in Avignon. The influence of the French monarchy on the papacy was resented by other nations and papal power declined throughout the rest of Europe during this time.

Guelphs
Developing from the struggles over secular authority between the papacy and the Holy Roman Emperors, the Guelphs supported papal views. As a party, the Guelphs tended to display anti-aristocratic principles that were readily adopted by southern republics such as Florence.

Ghibellines
In the struggles over secular authority between the papacy and the Holy Roman Emperors, this party supported imperial claims although other ideas soon came to be associated with it. In northern towns, where German influence was stronger, the Ghibelline view of structured aristocratic dominance sanctioned by imperial authority was more likely to be appreciated.

contado
The countryside surrounding an urban center in Italy.

Grandi
The landholding noble families of the Italian countryside.

Contadini
The rural nobility of the countryside (contado) in Italy.

Vendettas 

The Italian vendettas, or blood feuds, were a long-standing tradition that most cities and towns tried to break. It was a difficult task since, by Italian standards, the honor of a family required that adequate vengeance be sought for the injury or death of a family member. The act of vengeance placed a similar burden on the newly bereaved family and the feud was perpetuated. Unfortunately, innocent bystanders could often be killed or injured and many laws were enacted in an attempt to reduce the violence of vendettas. Funerals, often held at night throughout the middle Ages, were restricted to daylight hours in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The gathering of large family groups and the cover of darkness were too convenient for the perpetuation of feuds. Lorenzo de Medici was himself injured and his brother, Giuliano, was killed in an attack by a rival family in fifteenth century Florence. The vendettas and family feuds of Italy were well known throughout Europe. Shakespeare used two feuding families in Verona, the Montecchi and Cappelo families, as the models for the Montague and Capulet families of his tragic play, Romeo and Juliet. 

Popolo
The non-noble working classes, found in Italy, that was further divided into the popolo grasso and the popolo minuto.

Eastern Europe 



Located on the periphery of Europe, Eastern Europe is comprised of Poland, Hungary and the many petty kingdoms of southeastern Europe. Somewhat isolated from the rest of the continent, developments during the late Middle Ages occurred more slowly in Eastern Europe when compared Western European countries. Prior to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Eastern European monarchs had lost much of their prestige and power and they functioned more as figureheads than as heads of state. During the later middle Ages, however, these monarchs worked to re-establish their former authority. While Poland and Hungary became two of the largest kingdoms in Eastern Europe, the ability to dominate other kingdoms depended upon the strength of the reigning monarch and most of the Eastern European kingdoms remained without a strong centralized government throughout the middle Ages. 

Numerous and politically unstable, the petty kingdoms of south-eastern Europe are also known as the Balkans and they served as Europe's buffer zone against the expanding Ottoman Empire during the late Middle Ages. Although the noble classes were extremely powerful, they were guided more by self-interest than by concerns for the welfare of their kingdoms and they failed to provide effective leadership. Because the Balkan kingdoms were unable to acquire and maintain unity, they could not mount effective defenses and they were frequently invaded by both the Hungarian and the Ottoman armies. Although a few great leaders did arise to unite their Balkan kingdoms, their gains were quickly lost after they died. 

In Hungary, the dynastic rule of the Arpads came to an end in 1301 following a three hundred year period. The Crown had lost most of its power and the king had become ineffective, a greater object of pity than of allegiance. Following a nine-year battle for supremacy, a new dynasty, the Angevines, acquired the throne in 1310 under Charles Robert of Anjou. The Angevines re-established the power and prestige of the Hungarian Crown and the first two Angevine kings, Charles I (1288-1342), and his son Louis I the Great (1326-1382) were ideally suited to rule during this period in Hungary's history. Charles I was an adept politician who effectively eliminated opposition to the monarchy through negotiations with the nobility and was even called upon to mediate disputes in other European kingdoms. He acquired territories in Bosnia and Serbia and his marriage to the Polish king's sister, Elizabeth, provided his son Louis with a claim to the Polish crown. 

When Louis I (1326-1382) succeeded to the throne in 1342, he did not continue his father's diplomatic policy. He was, rather, a warrior king who pursued an aggressive foreign policy, focusing the energies of the noble class outwards and distracting them from the growing power of the Crown. He spent several years in frustrating attempts to hold the kingdom of Naples and he fought three separate wars with Venice, finally acquiring control of the eastern Adriatic coast in 1381. He succeeded to the Polish crown in 1370 and Bulgaria, Moldavia, Serbia, and Walachia all fell within the Hungarian hegemony. By the time of Louis I's death in 1382, the Crown had direct control of about 15 per cent of the towns and castles, a percentage equal to that of the Church, and the balance was divided amongst the nobles and the gentry. 

Despite the impressive gains made during his reign, Louis I died without a male heir and his kingdom was divided between his two infant daughters, Maria (1371-1395) and Jadwiga (1374-1399). Maria was designated the Polish heiress while Hungary was to fall to Jadwiga. However, Louis I's widow, Elizabeth of Bosnia (c.1340-1387), had other ideas and seized control of both kingdoms during the minority of her children. She had Maria crowned Queen of Hungary within a week of Louis I's death, hoping to have Maria succeed to the thrones of both Hungary and Poland. The plan failed and, in 1384, Jadwiga was crowned Queen of Poland and she was married to Jagiello of Lithuania in 1386. 

The Hungarian nobility quickly came to resent the rule of Elizabeth  and Maria and the crown was offered to Charles III of Naples in 1385. Elizabeth had him executed two months later, paying for her heinous crime when she herself was captured by rebellious nobles and tortured to death only a few months afterwards. Maria's fiancé, Sigismund of Pomerania, was elected king of Hungary in 1387 and he married Maria later the same year. Although Sigismund (1368-1437) was a competent monarch, he was overwhelmed by a number of internal and external pressures during his reign. His crusade against the Ottoman Turks in 1396 ended in disaster at the Battle of Nicopolis. When he was named Holy Roman emperor in 1411 and acquired the kingdom of Bohemia in 1419, he was forced to deal with the numerous insurrections of the Hussites. He called the Council of Constance in 1414 and managed to resolve the Great Schism but his failure to protect the safety of Jan Hus, who was burned at the stake as a heretic in 1415, renewed Hussite insurrections. 

After Sigismund's death in 1437, the Hungarian crown briefly fell to Sigismund's son-in-law, Albert II. A bitter struggle for the throne erupted when Albert II died in 1439. Ironically, the advances of the Ottoman Turks into the Balkans served to save Hungary from being torn apart by internal dissension. The Hungarian military hero Janos Hunyadi (c.1387-1456) led several successful and courageous campaigns against the Ottomans and his family rose to dominate the Hungarian political scene. Hunyadi helped to have the Polish king Wladyslaw III (1424-1444) elected king of Hungary and when Wladyslaw III was killed by the Ottomans at Varna, Hunyadi was named regent for Ladislav V (1438-1458), then only six years old. The disastrous defeat of the Hungarian forces at Varna also prompted Pope Calixtus III to call for a European crusade against the Turks in Eastern Europe. Unfortunately, few kingdoms actually responded to the call and Hunyadi was forced to lead a motley peasant army against a much larger, seasoned Ottoman force at the siege of Belgrade (Nandorfejervar) in June and July of 1456. Despite the enormous odds against them, the Hungarian forces were successful, the siege was lifted and the Ottoman army was forced to withdraw. Hunyadi contracted a disease, possibly cholera that had spread from the Turkish troops to the European contingent at Belgrade and died in August 1456. 

Despite a claim from the Holy Roman emperor Frederick III, Hunyadi's son (1443-1490) secured the throne when the young Ladislav V died without an heir in 1458. Matthias was a strong king who took steps to centralize government, circumventing the powerful nobility by building alliances with the gentry and creating a mercenary army, the Black Troops, to subdue opposition. A patron of art and learning, he introduced administrative and legal reforms and created new offices which he filled with his own supporters. Through his successful campaign against Frederick III, Matthias acquired Austria, Styria, and Carinthia and he moved his capital to Vienna in the late 1480s. Matthias' achievements demonstrate that, although Eastern Europe was on the periphery, it was not completely isolated from the events taking place in Western Europe and his reign calls to mind many of the developments of the New Monarchies. Unfortunately, after Matthias' death in 1490, the feudal nobility reasserted their authority and Hungary succumbed to a period of internal strife. 

While Hungary's energies were necessarily directed towards the Balkans, Poland's attention was drawn towards Prussia. In 1225, the Teutonic Order of Knights was invited into Poland by the Duke Conrad of Masovia (1187-1247) to assist in the conversion of the pagan Prussians on the borders of Poland. The Teutonic Knights were very successful with their 'conversion by the sword' and, by 1329, the Order had acquired a papal fief along the Baltic coast. This cut off Poland's access to the Baltic Sea and, as a result, much of Poland's military energy during the late middle Ages was directed against the Order in an effort to reclaim trade routes. 

Early in the fourteenth century, Poland's numerous principalities were united under Wladyslaw I Lokietek (1260-1333), who managed to press the Teutonic Knights back from Polish lands. Wladyslaw I's son, Kasimir III (1310-1370) continued to build on the progress made by his father. A skilled politician, Kasimir III reformed the legal system and codified the law, as wells as promoting royal officials instead of local administrators. He founded the University of Kraków in 1364 and assisted Jewish refuges fleeing from persecution in Western Europe. Kasimir III's reign focused on solidifying Poland's unity but at his death in 1370, the throne of Poland passed to Louis I the Great of Hungary. Louis governed through a representative who proved to be unpopular in Poland and the Polish-Hungarian union dissolved so at Louis I's death in 1382. 


After Louis I's death there were questions about who should succeed. Eventually the issue was settled and Louis I's daughter Jadwiga (1374-1399), ascended to the Polish throne. As a descendant of the Polish monarchy she was crowned queen of Poland in 1384, which put her on equal footing with her future husband, Jagiello, the grand-duke of Lithuania, the last pagan country in Europe. Aware that conversion to Christianity was inevitable for Lithuania and that it was his decision whether this conversion took place at the point of Teutonic swords or by a more peaceful method, Jagiello chose a union with Poland. He married Jadwiga in 1386 and ascended the throne as Wladislaw II Jagiello, uniting Poland and Lithuania against the Teutonic Knights and establishing the Jagiellon dynasty. The union was not without difficulties, however, and it was decided that Jadwiga would rule Poland while Wladyslaw II Jagiello would direct his energies to converting Lithuania and introducing Polish institutions such as hereditary rights. After Jadwiga's death in 1399, Wladyslaw II Jagiello appointed his cousin, Witold, as the Lithuanian administrator. 

After 1400, the remainder of Wladyslaw II Jagiello's reign was taken up with issues close to home, including defending against the Tatars and struggles with western Russia and the Teutonic Order in Prussia. Although Poland was Christian, the Teutonic Order had labeled the kingdom as pagan as a result of its union with non-Christian Lithuania and the Teutonic Knights circulated misinformation regarding Polish and Lithuanian "paganism" throughout Europe. In 1410, Wladyslaw II Jagiello defeated the Teutonic Order at the Battle of Tannenberg. With Poland's victory over the Teutonic Order, Europe realized that Poland had been misrepresented. As a result, the Teutonic Order lost much of its prestige and power and, when Wladyslaw II Jagiello presented Poland and Lithuania as Christian kingdoms at the Council of Constance  in 1414, the two kingdoms were recognized and accepted on an equal basis with other Western European kingdoms. 


Polish and Lithuanian concerns for equal representation within their union emerged after Wladyslaw II Jagiello's death in 1434, but when Kasimir IV (1477-1492) ascended to the throne in 1446, an uneasy peace was again established. A conflict between Poland and the Teutonic Order flared up in 1454, providing the Polish monarchy with the opportunity to fulfill a vow made a century and a half earlier: to win back its territory on the Baltic Sea from the Teutonic Knights. Kasimir IV required the participation of the gentry to mount his campaign and he granted several concessions that were confirmed in separate charters for each province, marking a significant step towards Polish constitutional development. 


In the early 1480's, the Tatars, invaders who had begun to expand out of Mongolia in the thirteenth century, began to pressure the southeastern boundaries of Poland and Lithuania. This aggression facilitated a short-term co-operation between the two states, echoing the alliance of a century before when another common enemy, the Teutonic knights, made unification mutually beneficial. The Tatars were eventually defeated in 1491 by the united armies of Poland and Lithuania. Despite the success of this union, no single ruler was able to limit the power of the nobility and the peasantry relapsed into the quasi-slave status of serfdom. 

Ottoman Turks 


	Although the Ottoman Empire is not considered a European kingdom per se, Ottoman expansion had a profound impact on a continent already stunned by the calamities of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and the Ottoman Turks must, therefore, be considered in any study of Europe in the late Middle Ages. The ease with which the Ottoman Empire achieved military victories led Western Europeans to fear that ongoing Ottoman success would collapse the political and social infrastructure of the West and bring about the downfall of Christendom. Such a momentous threat could not be ignored and the Europeans mounted crusades against the Ottomans in 1366, 1396, and 1444, but to no avail. The Ottomans continued to conquer new territories. 

One of a number of Turkish tribes that migrated from the central Asian steppe, the Ottomans were initially a nomadic people who followed a primitive shamanistic religion. Contact with various settled peoples led to the introduction of Islam and under Islamic influence, the Turks acquired their greatest fighting tradition, that of the gazi warrior. Well-trained and highly skilled, gazi warriors fought to conquer the infidel, acquiring land and riches in the process. 
	

	
	


While the gazi warriors fought for Islam, the greatest military asset of the Ottoman Empire was the standing paid army of Christian soldiers, the janissaries. Originally created in 1330 by Orhan (d.1359), the janissaries were Christian captives from conquered territories. Educated in the Islamic faith and trained as soldiers, the janissaries were forced to provide annual tribute in the form of military service. To counter the challenges of the gazi nobility, Murad I (1319-1389) transformed the new military force into the elite personal army of the Sultan. They were rewarded for their loyalty with grants of newly acquired land and janissaries quickly rose to fill the most important administrative offices of the Ottoman Empire. 

During the early history of the Ottoman Empire, political factions within Byzantium employed the Ottoman Turks and the janissaries as mercenaries in their own struggles for imperial supremacy. In the 1340's, a usurper's request for Ottoman assistance in a revolt against the emperor provided the excuse for an Ottoman invasion of Thrace on the northern frontier of the Byzantine Empire. The conquest of Thrace gave the Ottomans a foothold in Europe from which future campaigns into the Balkans and Greece were launched and Adrianople became the Ottoman capital in 1366. Over the next century, the Ottomans developed an empire that took in Anatolia and increasingly larger sections of Byzantine territories in Eastern Europe and Asia Minor. 

Ottoman expansion into Europe was well underway in the late fourteenth century. Gallipoli was conquered in 1354 and at the Battle of Nicopolis in 1394, the Ottomans crushed a vast crusading army, taking many European leaders hostage. The disaster was so great that the first survivors to return to France were imprisoned as liars. But Nicopolis was only the beginning. The appearance of the Tatars under Tamerlane early in the fifteenth century temporarily delayed Turkish advances but the Ottomans soon resumed attacks on Byzantium and Eastern Europe. A Hungarian-Polish army was decimated at Varna in 1444 by Murad II (c.1403-1451) and Ottoman conquests were virtually unchecked during the reign of his son, Mehmed II the Conqueror (1432-1481). 

Constantinople itself was captured in 1453, sending a shock wave across Europe. With the fall of Byzantium, a wave of Byzantine refugees fled to the Latin West, carrying with them the classical and Hellenistic knowledge that provided additional impetus to the burgeoning humanism of the Renaissance. 

Athens fell in 1456 and Belgrade narrowly escaped capture when a peasant army led by the Hungarian Janos Hunyadi held off a siege in the same year. Nevertheless, Serbia, Bosnia, Wallachia, and the Khanate of Crimea were all under Ottoman control by 1478. The Turks commanded the Black Sea and the northern Aegean and many prime trade routes had been closed to European shipping. The Islamic threat loomed even larger when an Ottoman beachhead was established at Otranto in Italy in 1480. Although the Turkish presence in Italy was short-lived, it appeared as if Rome itself must soon fall into Islamic hands. In 1529, the Ottomans had moved up the Danube and besieged Vienna. The siege was unsuccessful and the Turks began to retreat. Although the Ottomans continued to instill fear well into the sixteenth century, internal struggles began to deteriorate the once overwhelming military supremacy of the Ottoman Empire. The outcome of battles was no longer a foregone conclusion and Europeans began to score victories against the Turks. 


Despite military success of their territorial expansion, there remained problems of organization and government within the Ottoman Empire. Murad II attempted to limit the influence of the nobility and the gazi by elevating faithful former slaves and janissaries to administrative positions. These administrators came to provide an alternative voice to that of the nobility and, as a result, Murad II and successive Sultans were able to play one faction against the other, a feature that came to typify the Ottoman Empire. The power of the janissaries often overrode a weak sultan and the elite military force occasionally acted as 'king-makers.' 

Another weakness was that primogeniture was not used in Islam and the transference of power from a deceased sultan to his son was frequently disputed. If a Sultan died without a male heir or if he left several sons, succession was violently contested. In the early period, to prevent ongoing rivalries, all male relatives of a newly crowned Sultan were put to death. Later, however, the potential rivals were merely imprisoned for life. Some historians consider that this policy of imprisonment contributed to the decline of the Ottoman Empire as mentally unstable and politically inexperienced Sultans were rescued from prison and placed upon the throne. Nevertheless, despite frequent disputes over succession, the Ottoman Empire managed to produce effective leaders in the late Middle Ages and a comprehensive government policy developed. 

Despite the difficulties of succession and administrative control, the Ottomans had a number of advantages that contributed to their success, the enormous wealth of the Empire being the most significant asset. As the Ottoman Empire expanded, it acquired control of the trade routes to the East and many European powers, such as Venice and Genoa, paid great sums for the privilege of access to these routes. 

Although Ottoman expansion was greatly feared in the late middle Ages, the Ottomans generally allowed religious groups to continue to practice their own faiths within the conquered territories. They also tended to preserve the established feudal institutions and, in many cases, permitted the co-existence of law codes to regulate the different ethnic and religious groups. Their administrative and governmental systems were well developed and highly effective and most lands under Ottoman control were well managed during this time. 

The Church 



Although religion and faith continued to dominate virtually every aspect of life, the influence of the Church suffered greatly during the late Middle Ages and, by the beginning of the sixteenth century, its power would shift from the temporal commonwealth of Christendom to individual secular rulers. The Investiture Contests of the eleventh and twelfth centuries had weakened the ascendancy of the Church over the growing monarchies. More importantly, the increasing hostility of the laity to ecclesiastical wealth and decadence undermined papal prestige. Dissension within the Church neither increased confidence in its authority nor allowed it to address external challenges. 

Early in the fourteenth century, explosive violence between feuding Italian factions erupted into the College of Cardinals in Rome and the independence of the pontificate was threatened. In 1305, Pope Clement V (1305-1314) temporarily moved his court from Rome to Avignon in south-eastern France in an attempt to maintain papal autonomy - thus began the Avignonese or Babylonian Captivity. As the papal residence in Avignon continued, French intervention increased and the papacy lost the independence that the move from Rome was intended to preserve. The ability of the popes to exercise control over other lay rulers declined as the French monarchy became more influential in papal affairs. Furthermore, many people from inside and outside the Church questioned the legitimacy of a pope absent from the seat of St. Peter and began to campaign for the Pope's return to Rome. It was not until 1376, however, that Pope Gregory XI (1370-1378) yielded to public pressure and decided to return the papal court to Rome after an absence of seven decades, although he died before the move was completed. 

After the death of Pope Gregory XI in 1378, the French-dominated curia elected an Italian pope to appease the riotous Roman mobs. Pope Urban VI (1378-1389) promptly initiated zealous reforms, taking steps to reduce the material wealth of the cardinals. Horrified, the French cardinals declared the election invalid on the basis of intimidation and elected a French pope, the schismatic anti-pope, Clement VII (1378-1394), who fled with them back to Avignon. Meanwhile, Pope Urban VI appointed new cardinals to fill the French vacancies and, for the next thirty-seven years, the Great Schism, which saw papal courts established at both Rome and Avignon, split the Church. 

Ecclesiastical attempts to resolve this schism by conciliar orders only exacerbated the problem, resulting in the election of a third papal claimant. Two popes was scandalous - three popes was ludicrous. Finally, the Holy Roman Emperor, Sigismund, summoned leading churchmen from across Europe to the Council of Constance (1415 - 1418). Two of the schismatic popes were deposed, the third resigned and a single new pope, Martin V, an Italian, was elected. 

Although the Church was once again united under one pope, the Avignonese Captivity and the Great Schism had discredited the papacy and undermined its supremacy. Many Church officials hoped to remedy this by having the papacy governed by council decisions. Yet, despite the democratic flavor of the Council of Constance, which placed them in power, Martin V and his successors insisted on the unchallenged authority of the pontificate and the Council of Basel (1431 - 1449) was the last major attempt at conciliarism. By the middle of the fifteenth century, a single pope in Rome was once again able to rule the Church with unchallenged authority. 

Unfortunately, the popes of the last half of the fifteenth century involved themselves in the volatile politics of Renaissance Italy rather than the concerns of an international church. The papacy allowed its influence in northern countries to diminish as it struggled to retain control over its own territories. With the pontificate of the scandalous and unscrupulously political Borgia pope, Alexander VI, many Christians seeking other paths to spiritual salvation abandoned a disgraced papacy. 

Conciliarism
Although not a new concept, the idea of an ecclesiastical council being the ultimate Church authority, instead of the pope, reached its zenith at the Councils of Constance and Basel. The successful resolution of the Great Schism at Constance encouraged many ecclesiastical and lay reformers to consider that the process should continue as a check on papal abuse of power. Pope Martin V, who had supported conciliarism as a cardinal, was nevertheless firmly against any intrusion into his authority once he had been elected pope. He quickly entered into treaties with secular rulers that effectively removed royal support from the conciliarists and the dissension between radical reformers and those desiring a more moderate approach signaled the failure of the Conciliar Movement. The attempt to depose Pope Eugenius IV (1431-1447) and elect a new anti-pope, Felix V (1439-1449) reeked of the Great Schism and the conciliarist cause was abandoned.

Intellectual Life 




Europe entered the late middle Ages firm in the conviction that all nations were part of the greater state of Christendom and all mankind were brothers within the fold of the Holy Roman Church. The Church defined and explained the universe and stood at the center of intellectual and theological thought and Ideas were endorsed or condemned according to their ability to merge with established doctrines. The quest for a degree in theology remained the ultimate aspiration for students at Europe's cathedral universities and only the brightest dared hope to achieve the revered designation. Given these conditions, it is hardly surprising to find that the most brilliant and influential thinkers of the time emerged from the ranks of theologians and educators that developed within the shelter of the Church. 

By the end of the middle Ages, increased educational opportunities became available in response to the increased demand from commercial and social interests and the number of universities increased as towns expressed political independence through the founding of these institutions. Although the increased number of universities tended to localize institutional focus, the curriculum remained consistent, utilizing many of the same texts that had been used throughout earlier centuries. 

Perhaps the single most critical intellectual issue of the later middle Ages was the attempt to reconcile reason and religious faith. According to Christian doctrine, divine revelation was the only method of acquiring true knowledge. Tertullian (155-230) was representative of many early Church fathers when he declared that the study of philosophy and the natural world should be avoided because it distracted the mind from contemplation of the divine. One the few early Christian proponents of natural philosophy, Augustine (354-430) valued the classical education of his youth and took a more neutral approach. Augustine believed that, because God created nature, the study of nature was actually the study of God through His works. 
Medieval scholars and theologians wavered between these two perspectives throughout the middle Ages. The works of pagan philosophers continued to be taught despite their non-Christian origins for two main reasons: firstly, ancient knowledge was highly valued and, secondly, these works addressed many of the questions about how the universe operated. Aristotle (384-322 BCE) was considered the great authority and his surviving works formed the basis for many of the subjects in the medieval university curriculum. Nevertheless, serious conflicts between the cosmologies of classical philosophy and medieval theology continued to exist and draw the attentions of medieval scholars. For example, although Aristotle's well-developed theories on the nature of the universe were taught across Europe, the fact that he emphasized observation and reason over revelation was a major problem. Many of Aristotle's propositions were in direct opposition to the existence of the monotheistic religion of an omnipotent deity. 
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