


“The Calamitous 14th century”





1290 Edward I “Longshanks” expels the Jews from England
1305 Edward extends English control in Scotland
1307 Edward I dies, Edward II accedes to the throne
1309-1376 The Avignon Papacy splits papal authority between France and Rome -- result of conflict between 
Pope Boniface VIII and the King of France, Philip IV
1314 Edward II defeated by Robert the Bruce at the Battle of Bannockburn, freeing Scotland
1327 Edward II deposed and brutally murdered; Edward III comes to the throne
1337 Edward III declares himself rightful king of France, beginning the Hundred Years War
1348 Black Plague ravages England, killing a third of its population
1351 Statute of Labourers fixes wages at pre-plague levels. Because of the war and plague, Edward’s need for 
new taxes increasingly improves the power and standing of Parliament
1356 Edward the Black Prince captures the French king at the Battle of Poitiers, asserting English control over 
much of France
1362 English becomes the language of law courts; 1563 Parliament opened in English for the first time
1367 Richard II, son of Edward the Black Prince, ascends the throne. Dominated early on by his uncles, including 
Chaucer’s patron, John of Gaunt.
1378-1417 The “Western Schism” divides papal authority again
1381 The Peasants’ Revolt, aka Wat Tyler’s Rebellion (assisted by radical cleric John Ball) sought economic 
reforms in the wake of the plague, the Hundred Year’s War, and the injustices of serfdom
1381 John Wycliffe dismissed from Oxford for criticizing the Catholic Church, launching the Lollardy. English 
translations of the Bible appear (250 manuscripts survive -- compare to 55 full surviving Canterbury Tales)
1399 Deposition of Richard II
1400 Death of Richard II, death of Chaucer









Twelve conclusions of  Lollardy (“Lollard” means “mumbler” or “babbler”)
➢ 1: the English Church has become too involved in affairs of temporal power
➢ 2: the ceremonies used for the ordination of priests and bishops are without scriptural basis
➢ 3: celibacy has encouraged sodomy among the clergy. 
➢ 4: transubstantiation leads to idolatrous worship of bread
➢ 5: exorcisms and hallowings carried out by priests are a sort of witchcraft.
➢ 6: men who hold high office in the Church must not hold positions of great temporal 

power. 
➢ 7: prayers for the dead are a sort of bribery that corrupts the Church. 
➢ 8: the practices of pilgrimage and the veneration of  relics approach idolatry 
➢ 9: confession is blasphemous, because only God has the power to forgive sins
➢ 10: Christians should refrain from warfare, and in particular that wars given religious 

justifications, such as crusades, are blasphemous because Christ taught men to love and 
forgive their enemies. 

➢ 11: women in the Church who have made vows of celibacy are having sex, becoming 
pregnant, and then seeking abortions to conceal the fact that they have broken their vows.

➢ 12: Christians are devoting too much of their energy and attention to the making of 
beautiful objects.

https://www.wikizero.com/en/Sodomy
https://www.wikizero.com/en/Crusade
https://www.wikizero.com/en/Abortion


SIÞEN þe sege and þe assaut watz sesed at Troye,
Þe borȝ brittened and brent to brondeȝ and askez,
Þe tulk þat þe trammes of tresoun þer wroȝt
Watz tried for his tricherie, þe trewest on erthe:
Hit watz Ennias þe athel, and his highe kynde,
Þat siþen depreced prouinces, and patrounes bicome
Welneȝe of al þe wele in þe west iles.
Fro riche Romulus to Rome ricchis hym swyþe,
With gret bobbaunce þat burȝe he biges vpon fyrst,
And neuenes hit his aune nome, as hit now hat;
Tirius to Tuskan and teldes bigynnes,
Langaberde in Lumbardie lyftes vp homes,
And fer ouer þe French flod Felix Brutus
On mony bonkkes ful brode Bretayn he settez
wyth wynne,
Where werre and wrake and wonder
Bi syþez hatz wont þerinne,
And oft boþe blysse and blunder
Ful skete hatz skyfted synne.

WHAN that Aprille with his shoures soote 
The droghte  of Marche hath perced to the roote,
And bathed every veyne in swich licour,
Of which vertu engendred is the flour;
Whan Zephirus eek with his swete breeth        
Inspired hath in every holt  and heeth
The tendre croppes,  and the yonge sonne
Hath in the Ram his halfe cours y-ronne,
And smale fowles maken melodye,
That slepen al the night with open ye,        
(So priketh hem nature in hir corages: 
Than longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,
And palmers for to seken straunge strondes, 
To ferne halwes, couthe in sondry londes;
And specially, from every shires ende        
Of Engelond, to Caunterbury they wende,
The holy blisful martir for to seke,
That hem hath holpen, whan that they were seke.













‘Maistrie’ and ‘soveraynetee’



Fiction as a Lantern -- The Pagan Text Saves

Dante PURGATORIO 22 -- Virgil and Statius 
(Stazio) meet

Quid non mortalia pectora cogis,
auri sacra fames?
To what do you not drive mortal hearts,
Cursed hunger for gold? [Aeneid]

Perche non reggi tu, o sacra fame
de l'oro, l'appetito de' mortali?
Why do you not reign in, o holy hunger
Of gold, the appetite of morals? [Purgatory]

And he to him: "Thou first directed me
Towards Parnassus, in its grots to drink,
And first concerning God didst me enlighten.

Thou didst as he who walketh in the night,
Who bears his light behind, which helps him not,
But wary makes the persons after him,

When thou didst say: 'The age renews itself,
Justice returns, and man's primeval time,
And a new progeny descends from heaven.'
[This is a reference to Virgil’s 4th Eclogue, long imagined by 
Christians (but not Dante!!!! -- see Monarchia 1.11.1) to be a 
prophecy of Christ]

Through thee I Poet was, through thee a Christian;
But that thou better see what I design,
To colour it will I extend my hand.

Per te poeta fui, per te cristiano:











1308-21 Dante, Commedia (400 MSS)
1348 Petrarch, Canzoniere / ca. Boccaccio, Decameron
1350 Boccaccio, Genealogy of the Gentile Gods
1360s William Langland, Piers Ploughman (around 56 mss total) -- A-Text 
1377-81 Langland, B-Text (cited by peasant rebels)
1382-6 Chaucer, Troilus and Criseyde
1387 Langland, C-Text
1390s Alliterative Morte Darthur, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight


