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Introduction: What is ‘Thinking
Medieval’?

This book is aimed at students and general readers coming to the study
of medieval history for the first time, as well as at those with a back-
ground in other branches of medieval studies who are interested in
finding out a little about historians’ aims and perspectives. This is not
a brief history of what happened in the Middle Ages or of the develop-
ment of the medieval historical profession. Nor is the book intended to
be a contribution to the currently fashionable debates about the nature
of history and history-writing (although the present author’s own posi-
tion on some of these debates will be implicit in parts of the discus-
sion). Rather, the book aims to set the scene for the study of medieval
history by placing it in a wider context as a cultural phenomenon, a
collection of inherited labels, a scholarly methodology, and, like all
academic subjects, something that needs to justify itself in what we are
increasingly encouraged to regard as the educational ‘market place’.
The four chapters that follow are designed to anticipate a sequence of
questions that someone might ask as she or he begins and then gets
deeper into the study of the Middle Ages for the first time. To start with,
even before the first class is attended and the first textbook opened, it
is useful to ask “What do I already know about the Middle Ages?’ To this
end, Chapter 1 looks at some of the images and preconceptions about
medieval civilization that have become part of modern popular culture.
To ‘think medieval’, in other words, is to ponder what the words
‘Middle Ages’ and ‘medieval’ have come to mean beyond the academic
context. What associations do these terms trigger, and why? The aim of
the chapter is not to trivialize academic study by claiming that it and
popular culture stand in some sort of equal relationship. Far from it.
But it is important to be aware of the ways in which the two things
overlap and interact, especially because this helps us to avoid many of
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2 Thinking Medieval

the pitfalls that await someone thinking about a distant and alien his-
torical subject such as medieval Europe. Chapter 1 therefore explores
some of the ideas about medieval life, many but not all of them nega-
tive, that have become part of the Western world’s cultural baggage. In
particular, it focuses on the period between the later eighteenth centu-
ry and the beginning of the twentieth when many of our current ideas
about the Middle Ages either first appeared or, if older, entered the cul-
tural mainstream. Although some consideration will be given to much
more recent manifestations of the pop-cultural take on the Middle
Ages, such as the movie Pulp Fiction, which came out in 1994, there
would be little point in devoting the whole discussion to the very latest
films, television shows, electronic games, toys, advertising and all the
other media in which references to the medieval period can be found.
The result would be a list of up-to-the-minute cultural referentia which
would date very quickly. In fact, what one finds is that the latest pop-
cultural appropriations of things medieval are almost always variations
on well-worn themes, even when the specific medium, such as a com-
puter game, is a recent phenomenon. To understand something of the
roots of these familiar themes, then, is to equip oneself to contextual-
ize whatever bits of the Middle Ages that pop culture is seizing on at
any given moment.

‘Thinking medieval’ can also be about reflecting on the origins and
usefulness of the categories that underpin historical debates about the
Middle Ages. The next stage, then, is to ask how the terms ‘Middle Ages’
and ‘medieval’ came into being. Chapter 2 explores the ways in which
the ‘middleness’ of the Middle Ages was created between the fourteenth
and nineteenth centuries, while also offering some thoughts on the
pros and cons of historical periodization more generally. People in the
Middle Ages did not think of themselves as ‘medieval’, of course: the
word could only be coined later, by people looking back in time and
using the past to reinforce value judgements about their own culture
and civilization. The chapter argues that in an ideal world we should
jettison the labels ‘Middle Ages’ and ‘medieval’ altogether: not only do
they come burdened by five centuries or more of judgementalism, they
block off a chunk of historical time which is too unwieldy and too
internally diverse to be a useful unit of analysis. For now, however, we
are stuck with the terms, which means that we should always be aware
of the many problems that they create. In fact we can turn this around
to our advantage because being alive to the pitfalls of periodization can
help us to frame new and more searching questions about the parts of
the past that interest us.
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To ‘think medieval’ is also to ask how, in a very basic sense, we are in
a position to know anything about the Middle Ages in the first place.
Chapter 3 therefore asks what sort of evidence survives from medieval
Europe, and how it influences what historians can or cannot say.
This chapter is not a comprehensive survey of all the various types of
sources. In fact, one of the points to stress is that the variety and
volume of evidence surviving from the Middle Ages, especially after
about 1200, are such that it is reductive and misleading to talk about
‘medieval sources’ as a single overarching category. If we do, this
becomes another way of falling into the trap of supposing that the
‘Middle Ages’ denotes a real and distinct historical entity, as discussed
in Chapter 2. Some medieval source types are carry-overs from the
ancient world, others continue past 1500; even source types that are
entirely medieval, in the sense that they are only found somewhere
within the 500-1500 period, are very unlikely to fill the whole of that
span. So, rather than run through lists of the main types of primary
evidence, the discussion focuses on some of the reasons why written
sources, which are most medieval historians’ staple resource, have sur-
vived; and, equally, why we have lost a great deal of material. Primary
sources are not simply the means to the ends of historical analysis; they
are a fundamental part of the story itself. Nowhere is this more true
than with medieval history, so even at an early stage in one'’s explo-
ration of the subject, it is important to be alive to some of the possibil-
ities that sources open up and the constraints that they impose. To
‘think medieval’ without ‘thinking sources’ is impossible.

Finally, to ‘think medieval’ is to reflect on the value of studying the
history of the Middle Ages. Once one has got some way into the nitty-
gritty of the subject, some of the key terms, events and processes, it is
reasonable to ask what it all amounts to. What is it for? What looks like
a fairly straightforward, if large, question actually subsumes a very wide
range of problems. On one level, thinking about the value of studying
medieval history is one small part of a much broader debate about the
role of education and learning in our modern culture, our whole civi-
lization no less. Clearly, this is a topic beyond the scope of a book of
this sort. On a more manageable level, the importance of medieval his-
tory resides in its being one element - still small, but now proportion-
ately more noticeable — within the full range of arts and humanities
subjects that are taught and researched in educational institutions.
Chapter 4 begins by offering some thoughts on this level of debate, par-
ticularly in relation to the charge of uselessness (whatever that in fact
means) sometimes brought by outsiders pursuing a variety of agendas,
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be they politicians playing to public prejudices, or scientists and other
specialists in purportedly ‘useful’ subjects. More specifically, however,
the most helpful way to think about the importance of medieval histo-
ry is in relation to the criticisms sometimes voiced by insiders: that is
to say, other scholars such as historians of more recent parts of the past
who are implicitly persuaded of the value of studying the arts and
humanities in general terms but who like to choose the relative merit
of different slices of history by appeal to the criterion of ‘relevance’.
Most of Chapter 4, therefore, takes up this particular issue, on the
assumption that if one can make a good case for medieval history’s rel-
evance (again, whatever that means) in relation to other branches of
academic history, then satisfactory answers to the bigger issues about
humanities subjects in general, and academic endeavour across the
board, can be constructed by mobilizing the example of medieval
history as part of the wider argument.

‘Relevance’ is a slippery concept meaning different things to different
people, which is precisely why accusations of irrelevance can be so
hard to defeat to the complete satisfaction of the accuser. Rather than
talk about relevance in abstract terms, therefore, Chapter 4 offers some
thoughts on this debate by focusing on two case studies. The first, the
history of the English language, has been chosen because it is some-
thing which clearly relates to how many millions of people today go
about their lives. As we shall see, the period between the end of Roman
rule in Britain (one workable if old-fashioned way of marking the end
of ancient civilization and the emergence of the medieval in that part
of the world) and the end of the fifteenth century was of formative
significance in the creation of what we would nowadays recognize as
English. In the year 500 ‘English’ as such did not exist; the best we can
say is that there was a cluster of related West Germanic dialects which
would utterly baffle us if we heard them spoken. By 1500, we are only
two or three generations shy of Shakespeare, and the English of the
period, if not always very easy, is recognizably the same sort of thing
that we use today. To this extent, then, English was ‘made in the Middle
Ages’ — more so, in fact, than other European languages whose different
chronologies of development have a less obviously medieval fit. The
Middle Ages are thus demonstrably relevant if one wishes to under-
stand something as fundamental to our current experience as the lan-
guage we speak. On the other hand, the chapter goes on to argue that
we can easily overplay the relevance card: various arguments counsel
caution, and these apply not just to the English language, probably the
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most pervasive and omnipresent legacy of the Middle Ages to be found
in modern anglophone societies, but also to any aspect of medieval life
which finds some echo or continuity in our contemporary experience.

The second case study is the crusades, the holy wars that have
acquired a particular resonance as a result of current political and reli-
gious tensions, especially since 9/11. Chapter 4 argues that attempts to
mobilize the crusades in modern-day rhetoric, both Western and
Muslim, are at best misconceived and at worst specious. The crusades
are, in fact, an excellent demonstration of the distortions and illogic-
alities that always flow from trying to squeeze relevance out of the
Middle Ages contrary to what is historically accurate or intellectually
valid. They are an object lesson in the limitations of the concept of rel-
evance when it comes to justifying the study of the Middle Ages. The
mindsets of the people who conceived, planned and went on crusades
were fundamentally different from our own assumptions and values.
They were not ‘like us’ only more thuggish and intolerant. What this
exposes is that the issue of relevance is often based on a profound mis-
conception: that there are powerful continuities between how people
in the distant past and people now think and behave, with the neces-
sary implication that the ways in which people thought and behaved
then have a direct, linear bearing on what we are and do today.

In fact, as Chapter 4 goes on to argue, the relevance of medieval peo-
ple is precisely the fact they were not like us at all, however many
superficial similarities might emerge in some of the evidence. In other
words, the value of studying medieval history, its relevance if you like,
is not about making facile causal connections over long reaches of time,
but about getting to grips with the fact of difference, or ‘alterity’ to give
it a technical quality. The Middle Ages are relevant because they present
fascinating and, yes, difficult challenges. It really comes down to plain
intellectual excitement, and to respect for the extraordinary diversity of
human experience. That is about as good a definition of historical rele-
vance as any, and it neatly brings us back full-circle to the issues raised
in Chapter 1. A major flaw in pop-cultural images of the Middle Ages is
that, while they naturally allow for the existence of external trappings
different from our own, often in order to convey messages about the
exotic or grubby quality of medieval life, they tend to underestimate
the internal, mental differences between medieval people and our-
selves. At best medieval people become caricatures of the qualities that
we welcome or shun when we encounter them in the modern world.
But it is always wise to assume difference unless and until there is some
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evidence for similarity, not the reverse. This is essentially what makes
medieval history so interesting — and so relevant to any historical
education.

For the purposes of the discussion, the terms ‘medieval’ and ‘Middle
Ages’ largely refer to the civilization and culture of western Europe
between about 500 and 1500. This is not meant to downplay the
importance of eastern European history in this period, nor of con-
temporary non-Christian cultures, in particular medieval Judaism
and Islam. These are among the growth areas of medieval studies in
recent years, to the immense benefit of the whole discipline. In practi-
cal terms, however, an emphasis upon western Europe makes sense
because it remains the core element of most introductory courses and
textbooks. The medieval West is also, as we shall see, the screen onto
which nearly all our pop-cultural images of medieval civilization are
projected, just as it supplied the main yardstick against which
Renaissance thinkers and later writers came to measure the ‘middle-
ness’ of medieval life.

Notes and suggested reading

Notes are confined to supplying the references for direct quotations.
For bibliographical guidance, readers are directed to the Suggested
Reading section, which is arranged by chapter, with subdivisions that
follow the thematic sequence in the text.
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