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HAYMAKING

Agriculture in a European Community
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T 1S SUMMER IN THE LOW COUNTRIES. The trees are
full. the meadows green; flowers rise in clumps and
bushes hang heavy with fruit. The day has dawned
brightly for haymaking. Yesterday the long meadow was
ed, and today the hay will be gathered and the first
fruits and vegetables of the season harvested. From through-
village families come together to labor. Twice each
t, dried, and stacked. Some of it will

mow

out the
summer the grass is cu
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be left in the fields for the animals until autumn; some will
be carried into large lofts and stored for the winter.

The scene of communal farming shown here was re-
peated with little variation throughout Europe in the early
modern era. The village pictured is fairly prosperous with
at least three horses and a large wheeled cart in view.
Horses were still a luxury for farmers; they could be used
for transportation as well as labor, but they were weaker

ik



‘Haymaking (ca. 1565) by
Pieter Brueghel.

Detail of women laborers. *

than oxen and had to be fed grain rather than grass. The
houses of the village also suggest comfort. The one at the
far right is typical. It contains one floor for living and a loft
for storage. The chimney separates a kitchen in the back
from the long hall where the family works, sleeps, and en-
tertains itself. The bed—it was not uncommon for there to
be only one for the whole family— would be near the fire-
place, and would be restuffed with straw after the harvest.
The long end of the hall, farthest from heat and light,
would be home to the family’s animals once winter set in.
But in summer it was a luxurious space where children
could play or parents could claim a little privacy.

The church is easily distinguished by its steeple and is
made of brick. The steeple has 16 windows, probably all
set with expensive glass and even some stained glass. The
church would have been built over several generations at
considerable cost to the villagers. Even the most prosper-
ous houses in the far meadow are made of timber and
thatch. The layout of the buildings shows how the village
must have grown. The original settlement was all on the
rise above the church. The houses nearer the center of the
picture were added later, perhaps to allow the sons of the
more prosperous village farmers to begin their own fami-

lies before their parents’ deaths.
e scene are a large number of laborers.

In the center of th
men with pitchforks load the cart while two women
sweep the hay that falls back into new piles. Throughout
the field, men and women, distinguished only by their
clothing, rake hay into large stacks for successive loadings
of the cart. At least 25 individuals work at these tasks. Men

perform the heaviest work of loading the haycart and ham-
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le men and women share all the
children appear in the scene,
picking berries and beans.
emind us that the life of

mering the scythes whi
other work. Although no
some are undoubtedly at work

The scenes of physical labor
ordinary people in the early modern period was neither

romantic nor despondent, neither quaint nor primitive. It

had its own joys and sorrows, its own triumphs and fail-
ures, its own measures of progress and decay. By today’s
standards, a sixteenth-century prince endured greater ma-
terial hardships than a twentieth-century welfare recipient.
There was no running water, no central heating, no lavato-
ries, no electricity. There was no relief for toothache,

headache, or numbing pain. Travel was dangerous and ex-
hausting. There was no protection from the open air, and
many nights were spent on the bare ground. Waiting for
winds to sail was more tedious than waiting to board a
plane. Entertainment was sparse, and the court jester
would have been little match for stereo and video. Though
we cannot help but be struck by the differences, we will
not understand very much about the experience of life in
sixteenth-century Europe if we judge it by our own stan-

dard of living.

NG \

LOOKING/AHEAD
In this chapter; we will examine the social and economic condi-
tions of early modern European society, dominated as it was by
extreme change, and often, hardship. We will see how popula-
tion growth put pressure on the European economy and how the
rich became richer as food prices rose. We will also see how
European governments were overwhelmed by changes they

could only dimly perceive.
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472 Chapter 15 The Experiences of Life in Early

ECONOMIC LIFE

There was no typical sixteenth-century Europeat.
Travelers’ accounts and ambassadors’ reports indicate lh.ill
contemporarics were constantly surprised by the habits
and possessions of other Europeans. Language, custom,
geography, and material conditions separated peoples in
one place from those in another. Contrasts between social
groups were more striking still. A Muscovite boyar had
more in common with an English nobleman than either
had with his countrys peasants. A Spanish goldsmith and
a German brass maker lived remarkably similar lives when
compared to that of a shepherd anywhere in Europe. No
matter how carefully historians attempt to distinguish be-
tween country and town life, between social or occupa-
tional groups, or between men and women, they are still
smoothing out edges that are very rough, still turning indi-
viduals into aggregates, still sacrificing the particular for
the general. No French peasant family ever had 3.5 chil-
dren even if, on average, they all did. There was no typical
sixteenth-century European.

But there were experiences that most Europeans shared
and common structures through which their activities
were channeled that separated them from their predeces-
sors and their successors. There was a distinctive six-
teenth-century experience that we can easily discern and
that they could dimly perceive. Much of it was a natural
progression in which one generation improved upon the
situation of another. Agriculture increased: more land was
cleared, more crops were grown, and better tools were
crafted. Some of the experience was natural regression.
Irreplaceable resources were lost: more trees were felled,
more soil was eroded, and more fresh water was polluted.
But some of what was distinctive about sixteenth-century
life resulted from dynamic changes in economic and social
conditions. The century-long population explosion and
increase in commodity prices fundamentally altered peo-
ples lives. Not since the Black Death had Europe experi-
enced so thorough a transformation in its economic devel-
opment and its social organization. Change and reactions
to change became dominant themes of everyday life.

Rural Life

In the early modern era, as much as 90 percent of the
European population lived on farms or in small towns in
which farming was the principal occupation. Villages were
small and relatively isolated, even in densely populated re-
gions such as Italy and the Low Countries, They might
range in size from 100 families, as was common in France
and Spain, to fewer than 20 families, which was the aver-
age size of Hungarian villages. The villages, large or small,
prosperous or poor, were the bedrock of the sixteenth-cen-
tury state. A surplus peasant population fed the insatiable
appetite of towns for laborers and of crowns for soldiers,
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h, and the rural adminislranvc distric
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power © HIC If of the wealth produccd by the land. Frop,
the 1'0111221&1&2; half, the peasants badito make provisions
for their present anQ their future. s e ot
To survive, the village community il
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vests came in succession. Depending upon the soil and

crop, between one-fifth and one-half of the grain harvested
had to be saved as seed for the next planting season. When

hunger was worst, people faced the agonizing choice of
eating or saving their seed corn.
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The Sixteenth-Century Household. Hunger and cold
were the constant companions of the average European. In
Scandinavia and Muscovy, winter posed as great a threat to
survival as did starvation. There the stove and garments
made from animal fur were essential requirements, as were
the hearth and the woolen tunic in the south. Everywhere
in Europe, homes were inadequate shelter against the cold
and damp. Most were built of wood and roofed in thatch.
Inside walls were patched with dried mud and sometimes
covered with bark or animal skins. Windows were few and
narrow. Piled leaves or straw, which could easily be re-
placed, covered the ground and acted as insulation. The
typical house was one long room with a stone hearth at the
end. The hearth provided both heat and light and belched
forth soot and smoke through a brick chimney.

Peqple had relatively few household possessions. The
essential piece of furniture was the wooden chest, which
g ot At amily could el
carried away in timeser‘dW gy b buried or
as well. Its flat top serveq Rtk shad other R
board on which food o Tl; 211) table or bench or as a side-
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This picture, painted in 1530,
shows farmworkers threshing
grain. The figure at the door
seems o be an overseer. He
has just sold a sack of grain,
indicating the transition from a
system of self-sulficient
manors to a market economy.

Iron spits and pots, or at least metal rings and clamps for
wooden ones, were treasured goods that were passed from
generation to generation. Most other implements were
wooden. Long-handled spoons; boards known as
trenchers, which were used for cutting and eating; and one
large cup and bowl were the basic stock of the kitchen.
The family ate from the long trencher and passed the bowl
and cup. Knives were essential farm tools that doubled for
kitchen and mealtime duty, but forks were still a curiosity.
The scale of life was small, and its pace was controlled
by the limits that nature imposed. It was a civil‘ization of
daylight—up at dawn, asleep at dusk; long working hours
in summer, short ones in winter. For most people, the
world was bounded by the distance that could be traveled
on foot. Those who stayed all their lives in their rural vil-
lages may never have seen more than a hundred other peo-
ple at once or have heard any noise louder than a human
voice and terrifying thunder. Their wisdom——harcl‘\von
and carefully preserved—was of the practical experience
necessary o survive the struggle with nature. thm was the
most important legacy that parents left their children.

Reliance on Agriculture. Peasant life centered on agri-
culture, Technology and technique varied little across the
continent, but there were significant differences depending
upon climate and soil. The lives of those who grew crops
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contrasted with the experiences of those who raised ani-
mals. Across the great plain, the breadbasket that stretched
from the Low Countries to Poland-Lithuania, the most
common form of crop growing was still the three-field ro-
tation system. In that method, winter crops such as wheat
or rye were planted in one field; spring crops such as bar-
ley, peas, or beans were planted in another; and the third
field was left fallow. More than 80 percent of what was
grown on the farm was consumed on the farm. In most
parts of Europe, wheat was a luxury crop, sold at market
rather than eaten at home. Wheat bread was prized for its
taste, texture, and white color. Rye and barley were the sta-
ples for peasants. Those grains were cheaper to grow, had
higher yields, and could be brewed as well as baked. Most
ol the grain was baked into the coarse black bread that was
the monotonous fare of the peasant diet. Tvo to three
pounds a day for an adult male was an average allotment
when grain was readily available. Beer and gruels of grain
and skimmed milk or water flavored with fruit juice sup-
plemented peasant [are. In one form or another, grain pro-
vided more than 75 percent of the calories in a typical diet.

The warm climate and dry weather of Mediterranean
Europe favored a two-crop rotation system. With less wa-
ter and stronger sunlight, hall the land had to be left fallow
each year to restore its nutrients. There fruit, especially
grapes and olives, was an essential supplement to diet.
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The Life of Lazarillo des Tormes (1554) is among the first modern naovels, one of
that are called picaresque after the wandering beggars that are their heroes. Althoug { majority of the Spanish population i
count, much of the descriptive detail accurately portrays the coclal conditions Jor the vas )

the so-called Golden Age.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
Why is it so important for Lazanillo to use his cunning? Why is

the reader encouraged to sympathize with the narrator?

E BEGAN OUR JOURNEY, and in a few days he

taught me thieves' jargon, and when he saw me

to be of a good wit, was well pleased, and used
to say: “Gold or silver 1 cannot give thee, but I will show
thee many pointers about life.” And it was so; for after God
this man gave me my life, and although blind lighted and
guided me 1n the career of living.

He used to carry bread and everything else in a linen
sack which closed at the mouth with an iron ring and a
padlock and key, and when he put things in and took
them out, it was with so much attention, so well counted,
that the whole world wouldn't have been equal to making
it a crumb less. But I would take what stingy bit he gave
me, and finish it in less than two mouthfuls. After he had
fastened the lock and stopped worrying about it, thinking
me to be engaged in other things, by a little seam, which 1
unsewed and sewed up again many times in the side of the
sack, I used to bleed the miserly sack, taking out bread—
not measured quantities but good pieces—and slices of
bacon and sausage; and thus would seek a convenient time
to make good the devilish state of want which the wicked
blind man left me in.

When we ate he used to put a little jug of wine near
him. I would quickly seize it and give it a couple of silent
kisses and return it to its place; but this plan didn't work
long, for he noticed the deficiency in his draughts, and in
order to keep his wine safe, he never after let go the jug,
but kept hold of the handle. But there is no lode-stone that
draws things to it so strongly as I with a long rye straw,
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a variety of sixteenth-century Spanish stories
h the plearesque novel was a fictional ac

s¢, and placing which

d prepared for that purpos¢, anc.p :
v:mh:]:lc] In:?mf oF the jug, | would suck up the wine 10 2
lfarc-yc-wcll. But the villain was sO clever that [ think he

heard me; and from then on he changed procedure and set
his jug bc‘lween his legs and covered it with his hand. znd
thus drank secure. |
We were at Escalona, town of the Duke of that ilk. in an
inn, and he gave me a piece of sausage to roast. When he
' ¢ and caten the basting, he ook 2

had basted the sausag
r:xaaravedi from his purse and bade me fetch wine from the

tavern. The devil put the occasion before my eyes. which,

as the saying is, makes the thief; and it was this: there lay

by the fire a small turnip, rather long and bad, and which
must have been thrown there because it was not fit for the
stew. And as nobody was there at the time but him and me
alone, as I had an appetite whetted by having got the
toothsome odour of the sausage inside me (the only part,
as | knew, that I had to enjoy myself with), not considering
what might follow, all fear set aside in order to comply
with desire—while the blind man was taking the money
out of his purse, I took the sausage, and quickly put the
above-mentioned turnip on the spit, which my master
grasped, when he had given me the money for the wine,
and began to turn before the fire, trying to roast what
through its demerit had escaped being boiled. I went for
the wine, and on the way did not delay in despatching the
sausage, and when I came back 1 found the sinner of a
blind man holding the turnip ready between two =lices of
bread, for he had not yet recognized it, because he had not
tried it with his hand. When he took the slices of bread
and bit into them, thinking to get part of the sausage too.
he found himself chilled by the chilly turnip.

From Lazarillo des Tormes.

With smaller cereal crops, wine replaced beer as a nutri-
tious beverage. The fermentation of grapes and grain into
wine and beer also provided convenient ways ol storing
foodstuffs, 2 constant problem during the winter and early
spring, Wine and olive oil were also luxury products and
were most commonly exchanged for meat, which was less
plentiful on southern Furopean farms

Anlmal husbandry was the main occupation in the third
agricultural area of Europe, the mountainous and hilly e
ﬂ?rr;;u:}sw;ic:l‘cgra the 'mOSl common animal that
most all clolhlvn .li ~'cepkpm\"dCd the LAY material for al-
as window covegr'mmr skins were used for parchment and
expensive meat Tfll& and they were a ready source of n

al. 1hey were bred in hundreds of thou




4 An illustration for the month of December from a sixteenth-
century Book of Hours shows pig-killing and baking. The
loaves were prepared in individual homes and baked in
communal ovens.

sands, migrating across large areas of grazing land, espe-
cially in western Europe, where their wool was the main
export of both England and Spain. Pigs were domestic ani-
mals prevalent in woodland settlements. They foraged for
food and were kept, like poultry, for slaughter. Cattle, on
the other hand, were essential farm animals. “The funda-
mentals of the home,” wrote the Spanish poet Luis de Leon
(1527-1591), “are the woman and the ox, the ox to plow
and the woman to manage things.” In the dairying areas of
Europe, cattle produced milk, cheese, and butter; in
Hungary and Bohemia, the great breeding center of the
continent, they were raised for export; and most every-
where else they were used as beasts of burden.

Because agriculture was the principal occupation of
Europeans, land was the principal resource. Most land was
owned, not by those who worked it, but by lords who let it
out in various ways. The land was still divided into
manors, and the manor lord, or seigneur, was still respon-
sible for maintaining order, administering justice, and ar-
bitrating disputes. Although the personal bonds between
lords and tenants were gradually loosening, political and
economic ties were as strong as ever. Lords were not neces-
sarily individual members of the nobility; in fact, they
were more commonly the Church or the State. In western
Europe, peasants generally owned between a third and a
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Fconomic Life

hall of the land they worked, while eastern Furopean peas-
land. But by the sixteenth ccnluri/lv
almost all peasants enjoyed security of tenure on the lan
they worked. In return for various forms of rents, they
used the land as they saw fit and could hand it QOW""O
their children. Rents were only occasionally paid in coin,
although money rents became more common as the Fe“ci
tury progressed. More [requently, the lord received a fixe
proportion of the yield of the land or received labor from
the peasant. Labor service was being replaced by mOﬂCl?TY
payments in northern and western Europe, but it contin-
ued in the east, where it was known as the robot. Germar}
and Hungarian peasants normally owed two or three days
labor on the Jord’s estate each week, while Polish peasants
might owe as many as four days. Labor service tied the
peasants to the land they worked. Eastern European peas-
ants were less mobile than peasants in the west, and as a
result towns were fewer and smaller in the east.

Although the land in each village was set out in large
fields so that crops could be rotated, families owned their
own pieces within the field, usually in scattered strips that
they plowed, manured, and planted individually. There
were also large common fields used as pasture, as well as
common woodlands where animals foraged, fuel was gath-
ered, and game hunted. Even the common fields and
woodlands were not shared equally. Those who held the
most land in the fields possessed greater shares of the com-
mons. Villagers disputed frequently over rights to sticks
and branches of trees and over the number of sheep or
cows that could be grazed in the meadows, especially
when resources were scarce.

Farm work was ceaseless toil. Six or seven times a year
farmers tilled the fields to spread animal manure below the
surface of the soil. While most villages possessed metal
plows, the team of draught animals was the single essential
component for farming. The births of foals and calves were
more celebrated events than the births of children; the
death of an ox or horse was a catastrophe that could drive
a family into debt or from the land entirely. Calamities
lurked everywhere, from rain and drought to locusts and
crows. Most farms could support only one family at sub-
sistence level, and excess sons and daughters had to fend
for themselves, either through marriage in the village or by
migration to a town.

ants owned little if any

Town Life

In the country, men and women worked to the natural
rhythm of the day: up at the cock’s crow, at work in ll;-
cooler hours, at rest in the hotter ones, Rain and cold ke :
them idle; sunlight kept them busy. Each season brougly }:[
own activity. In the town the bell tolled every hour S
summer the laborers gathered at the town gates a ‘
the morning, in the winter at seven. The bel] sigt
time for morning and afternoon meals as wel]

In the
t four ip
haled the
as the hoyy to
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lay down tools and return home, Wages were paid [or hours
worked: 7 in winter, as many as 16 in June and July.

The Heart of Commerce. In all towns there was an of-
ficial guild structure that organized and regulated labor.
Rules laid down the requirements for training, the stan-
dards for quality, and the conditions for exchange. Only
those officially sanctioned could work in trades, and each
trade could perform only specified tasks. In the German
town of Nuremberg, a sword maker could not make
knives nor could a pin  maker make thimbles.
Specialization went even further in London, Paris, and
other large cities,

While the life of the peasant community turned on self-
sufficiency, that of the town turned on interdependence.
Exchange was the medium that transformed labor and
skill into food and shelter. The town was one large market-
place in which the circulation of goods dictated the sur-
vival of the residents. Men and women in towns worked as
hard as did those on farms, but town dwellers received a
more varied and more comfortable life in return. However,
that did not mean that hunger and hardship were un-
known in towns. Urban poverty was endemic and grew
worse as the century wore on. In most towns, as much as a

B Grain surplus Graln trade routes
oy =

= ] Grain deficit 0 500 Miles

2 areas 0 500 Kilometers

Grain Supply and Trade in Sixteenth-Century Europe. There
were two distinct trading routes in northern Europe center-
ing on the Baltic Sea and in southern Europe centering on

the Mediterranean Sea.

; tion might be destitute, livip
quarteriol ;}zie %T;ggx-pgl?:rliy, or cri%nc. But even [or lhosg
bon mor’c readily available in greater varieties
pebplelccoii ide. and the institutional network of
than in the countryside, an :

for the poor and homeless was stronger. In Lyon,
iRhee o [ the poor distributed a daily ration of z
s f bread, more than hall of what a farm
pound and a half of bread, : (e
laborer would consume. The qrban poor more often fe
victim to disease than to starvation. _

Towns were distinguished by the variety of occupations
that existed within them. The preparation and cxchangg of
food dominated small market towns. Peasants wguld bxjng
in their finest produce for sale and' exchange it [or vital
manufactured goods such as iron spits and pots for cook-
ing or metal and leather tools for farm xyork. In smaller
towns, there was as much barter as sale; in larger places,
money was exchanged for commodities. Women domi-
nated the food trades in most market towns, trading, buy-
ing, and selling in the shop [ronts that occupied the bot-
tom story of their houses. Because of their skills in food
preparation, they were better able to obtain the best prices
and advantageously display the best goods. In the small
towns, men divided their time between traditional agricul-
tural pursuits—there were always garden plots and even
substantial fields attached to towns—and manufacturing.
Hall of the households in the Spanish town of Ciudad Real
derived their income entirely from farming. Almost every
town made and distributed to the surrounding area some
special product that drew to the town the wealth of the
countryside.

The Work Force. In larger towns, the specialization of
labor was more intense and wage earning more essential
Large traders dominated the major occupations such as
baking, brewing, and cloth manufacture, leaving distribu-
tion in the hands of the family economy, where there
might still be a significant element of bartering. Piecework
handicrafts became the staple for less prosperous town
families, who prepared raw materials for the large manu-
faClurcrs. or finished products before their sale.
Occupations were usually organized geographically, with
metal- or glassworking taking place in one quarter of the
;ow.n‘ brewin.g or baking in another. There was 2 strong
r:eimllgregnc]i kin net\fvork to the IOCCupal‘io.ns‘ as CL.ICh ol
q ong years of technica] training, which was
handed down from parents 1o children,

in the middle of .lhe SIxt ercl'55 midwives in Nurcmbcx%
women chosen from "ml1oecnH Cemug’, and & l)omid 0
town supervise AR D lheA leading families of the
upervised their work. Nursing the sick was a logical

extension of those Services and g g the sick was a log
an cxc]usively female S )nc. also appears to have b_CC“
tion, which was an ofﬁcialna“On. S.O' L0o, was prosutu-
most large towns i the ¢ Y sanctioned occupation in
arly modern era. There were



Van Schwanerburg
(1537=1614), The Spinners,
Workers spinning and weaving
wool. Labor in large tlowns was
often specialized into occupa-
tions such as baking, brewing,
and cloth manufacture.

town brothels, situated in specified districts, subject to
taxation and government control. Public bathhouses,
which employed skilled women workers, served as unoffi-
cial brothels for the upper ranks of urban society. They too
were regulated, especially alter the first great epidemic ol
venereal disease in the early sixteenth century:.

Most town dwellers, however, lived by unskilled labor.
The most lucrative occupations were strictly controlled, so
those who flocked to towns in search of employment usu-
ally hired themselves out as day laborers, hauling and lift-
ing goods onto carts or boats, stacking materials at build-
ing sites, or delivering water and food. After the first
decades of the century, the supply of laborers exceeded the
amount of work to occupy them and town authorities
were constantly attempting to expel them. The most fortu-
nate might succeed in becoming servants.

Domestic service was a critical source of household la-
bor. Even families on the margins of subsistence employed
servants to undertake the innumerable household tasks,
which allowed parents to pursue their primary occupa-
tions. Everything was done by hand and on foot, and extra
pairs of each were essential. In Munster at mid-century,
there were 400 servants for 1000 households. Domestics
were not apprentices, though they might aspire to become
apprentices to the trade followed in the family with whom
they lived. If they had kinship bonds in the town, appren-
ticeship was a likely outcome. But more commonly, do-
mestics remained household servants, [requently changing
employers in hope of more comfortable housing and better
food. Their lives were always precarious. Any number of
circumstances, from the death of their employer (o allega-
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tions of misconduct, could cost them their places. Male
servants were scapegoats for missing household items; fe-
male servants were vulnerable to sexual assaults

Just as towns grew by the influx of surplus rural popu-
lation, they sustained themselves by the import of surplus
agricultural production. Most towns owned tracts of land,
which they leased to peasants or farmed by hired labor.
The town of Nuremberg controlled 25 square miles of for-
est and farmlands, while the region around Toledo was in-
habited by thousands of peasants who paid taxes and rents
to city landlords. Agriculture was the fourth largest occu-
pation in the Spanish city of Barcelona, which had a popu-
lation of more than 35,000 in the early sixteenth century:
All towns had municipal storehouses of grain to preserve
their inhabitants from famine during harvest failures.
Grain prices were strictly regulated and frequently subsi-
dized to ensure that laborers were adequately fed. The diet
of even a casual laborer would have been envied by an av-
erage peasant. Male grape pickers in Stutt gart received
meat, soup, vegetables, wine, and beer; [emales received
soup, vegetables, milk, and bread. In addition they re-
ceived their wages. It is hardly surprising that towns were
enclosed by thick walls and defended by armed guards.

Economic Change

Over
population incrc

century, the European
about a third, with much of the
growth taking Mg Vears. Rough estimates
suggesl 5S¢ Lo have been [rom't pl0 105 million,
Paten®ol growth varied by region. The popun
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1e world. But agricultural surplus from th¥gast could
ot make up for the great shortfall in the west. By the be-
ginning of the seventeenth century, the western European
states faced a crisis of subsistence. Everyone was hungry;
many were starving.

SOCIALLIFE

Social organization combines elements of tradition, belief,
and function, but the elements are so fused together that it
is impossible to determine where one ends and the other
begins. Society is a human construct, subject to the
strengths and frailties of its creators. The basic assumption
of sixteenth-century European society was inequality, and
its basic form of social organization was stratification. The
group, rather than the individual, was the predominant
unit in society. The first level of the social order was the
family and the household; then came the village or town
community; and finally the gradations of ranks and orders
of society at large. Elaborate rituals helped define member-
ship in each of the groups, from the marriage ceremony to
the initiation rites of citizens and to the processions and
ceremonial displays of the nobility. All stressed the signifi-
cance of the rights and obligations of different levels of so-
ciety. Each group had its own place in the social order and
each performed its own essential function. Society was the
sum of its parts.

The traditional social organization was severely tested
over the course of the early modern period. Economic
change reshaped ideas of mobility and drew sharper dis-
tinctions between rural and urban life. The growth of
towns and their domination of the countryside around
them challenged beliefs about the primacy of agricultural
production and the subordinate nature of trade and com-
merce. The rise to new wealth and prominence of some so-
cial groups challenged traditional elites’ hold on power
and prestige. The transformation of landholding patterns
in the villages challenged the stability of rural communi-
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ties. The rising numbers of both urban and rural poor
challenged the institutions of charitable relief and posed
the threat of crime and disorder. Eventually those develop-
ments led to bloody confrontations between social groups.

Social Constructs

Hierarchy was the dominant principle of social organiza-
tion in the early modern era. Hierarchy existed at every
level, from the basic distinction between lords and com-
moners to the fastidious complexity of the ranks of the no-
bility. The hierarchy of masters, journeymen, and appren-
tices dominated trades:; trades themselves existed in a
hierarchy. In the hierarchy of civic government, each offi-
cial held a place in an ascending order, up to the elite of
councillors and mayors. On the land was the hierarchy of
freeholder, laborer, and leaseholder among the peasants.
The family itself was hierarchically organized, with the
wife subordinate to her husband, the children to their par-
ents, and the apprentices and servants to their master and
mistress. “All things observe degree, priority and place,”
Shakespeare wrote of both natural and human order in
Troilus and Cressida (1601-1602). “Take but degree away,
untune that string, and hark what discord follows.”

Hierarchy was a principle of orderliness that helped
govern social relations. It is tempting to approach hierar-
chy through wealth, to divide groups and individuals into
rich and poor. Many gradations in the sixteenth-century
social hierarchy corresponded to levels of wealth, but they
were threshold levels rather than absolute levels. Lords, by
definition, did not engage in manual labor. They were
wealthier than peasants. The governing elites of towns
needed sufficient wealth to neglect their own affairs while
occupied in public service. They were wealthier than wage
earners. But the ranks of the nobility cannot be explained
by gradations of wealth among nobles, and there were
many rich town dwellers who were not members of the
governing elite.

Status, rather than wealth, determined the social hierar-
chy. It conferred privileges and exacted responsibilities ac-
cording to rank. Status was everywhere apparent. It was
confirmed in social conventions such as bowing and hat
doffing. In towns and cities the clothing that people were
allowed to wear—even the foods that they were allowed to
eat—reflected status. Status was signified in titles: not just
in the ranks of the nobility or between nobles and com-
moners, but even in ordinary communities masters and
mistresses, goodmen and goodwives, squires and ladies.
adopted the English equivalents of European titles. The ac-
ceptance of status was an everyday, uncomplicated, unre-
flective act, similar to stopping at a red light. Inequality
was a fact of European social life that was as unquestioned
as it was unquestionable.

Images that .people used to describe both the natural
world and their social world reinforced the functional
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nature of hierarchy. The first, and most elaborate image,
was that of the Great Chain of Being. The Great Chain
was a description of the universe in which everything
had a place, from God at the top of the chain to inani-
mate objects like rocks at the bottom. Complex accounts
of the chain listed the seven orders of angels, the multi-
ple ranks of humans, even the degrees of animals and
plants, from which lions emerged as kings of the jungle.
Spanish botanists were dispatched to the New World to
help identify the unknown flora and fauna in terms of
their places in the chain. Native Americans were first
thought to be the lost tribes of Israel, as they were the
only humans missing from traditional accounts of the
chain. For ordinary people, the Great Chain of Being ex-
pressed the beliel that all life was interconnected, that
every link was a part of a divinely ordered universe and
was as necessary as every other.

The second metaphor used to describe society stressed
the notion of interdependency even more strongly. It was
the image of the Body Politic. In the Body Politic, the head
ruled, the arms protected, the stomach nourished, and the
feet labored. The image described a small community as
well as a large state. In the state, the king was the head, the
Church the soul, the nobles the arms, the artisans the
hands, and the peasants the feet. Each performed its own
function, and each function was essential to the health of
the body. The Body Politic was an organic unity of separate
parts working harmoniously for a common goal. Like the
Great Chain of Being, it was a profoundly conservative
concept of social organization. Taken literally, it precluded
the idea of social mobility, of people rising or [alling from
one group to another.

Social Structure

The Great Chain of Being and the Body Politic were static
concepts of social organization. But in the early modern
era, European society was in a state of dynamic change.
Fundamentally, all European societies were divided into
nobles and commoners. That basic distinction existed
throughout the Continent, although relationships between
the two orders differed from place to place.

The Nobles. Nobility was a legal status that conferred
certain privileges upon its holders. The first was rank and
title, a well-defined place at the top of the social order that
was passed [rom one generation to the next. Each rank had
its own privileges and each was clearly demarcated from
the next by behavior, dress, and title. The escutcheon—the
coat of arms—was a universally recognized symbol of rank
and family connection. The coat of arms was woven in gar-
ments; emblazoned on windows, carriages, and household
goods; and displayed on banners during formal proces-
sions. Although there were various systems of title in use
across the Continent and the nobility of one state could
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tion. Nobles became administrators as much as warriors,
though it is fair to say that many did both. The French no-
bility came to be divided into the nobility of the sword and
the nobility of the robe—that is, warriors and officeholders.
The old military nobility could hardly understand the new
service nobility. “I have continually been astounded,” one of
them remarked, “that so many young men could thus
amuse themselves in a law court, since ordinarily youthful
blood is boiling.” A glorious battlefield death was still an
ideal for most of Europe’s noblemen.

Nobles also had the obligation of governing at both the
national and the local level. At the discretion of the ruler,
they could be called to engage in any necessary occupa-
tion, no matter how disruptive to their economic or family
affairs. On their land, they administered their estates and
settled the disputes of their tenants. In times of want they
were expected to provide for the needy, in times of dearth
for the hungry. There was an obligation of good lordship
that was implicitly understood, if not always explicitly car-
ried out, between lord and peasant,

Town Elite and Gentry. The principal distinction in
sixteenth-century society was between lord and common-
ers, but it was not the only one. In both town and country-
side a new social group was emerging. It had neither the
legal nor the social privileges of nobility, but it performed
many of the same functions. Over the course of the cen-
tury the group carved out a place that was clearly distinct
from that of the commoners, even il it was not clearly
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Georpes de La Tour, The
Fortune Teller. In the painting,
which serves as a warning Lo
the naive about the wicked
ways of the world, a fashion
ably dressed young innocent is
drawn into the snare of the
wily fortune teller

identical to the lords. It was most evident in the towns, for
the towns remained a separate unit of social organization
n most states. Towns enjoyed many of the same political
and economic privileges as the nobility. In many states, the
towns sent representatives to meet with the nobles and the
king and were the most important part of national deliber-
ative assemblies such as the English Parliament, the
French Estates, or the Spanish Cortes. Towns were granted
legal rights to govern their own citizens, to engage in
trade, and to defend themselves by raising and storing
arms, Although they paid a large share of most taxes,
towns also received large tax concessions.

Yet, as individuals, members of the town elite held no
special status in society at large. Some were among the
richest people in the state—great bankers and merchants
who were wealthier than dukes—but they had to devise
their own systems of honor and prestige. In Venice, the
Book of Gold distinguished the local elite from the ranks of
ordinary citizens. Members of the “Old Families,” who
monopolized the highest civic offices, ruled Nuremberg,
In France and Spain, some of the highest officers of lead-
ing towns were granted noble status, such as the “honored
citizens” of Barcelona who were ennobled by King
Ferdinand of Aragon. German burghers, as prosperous
townsmen were called, remained caught in a state between
noble and common, despised [rom above because they
worked with their hands, envied from below for their
wealth and comfort, In Minster, many withdrew from ur-
ban affairs and sought the privileges of the lower nobility,
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In rural society, the transformation of agricultural hold-
ings in many places also created a group that fit uncom-
fortably between lords and commoners. The accumula-
tion of larger and larger estates through purchase from the
nobility, the state, or the Church made lords—in the sense
of landowners with tenants—out of many who were not
lords in rank. They received rents and dues [rom their
tenants, administered their estates, and preserved the so-
called moral economy that sustained the peasants during
hard times. In England, the group came to be known as
the gentry, and there were parallel groups in Spain,
France, and the empire. The gentry aspired to the privi-
leges of the nobility. In England, members of the gentry
had the right to have a coat of arms and could be
knighted. But knighthoods were not hereditary and did
not confer membership in the House of Lords. In Spain,
the caballeros and hidalgos gained noble privileges but

Marinus van Reymerswaele, The Two Tax Gatherers. The fig-
ure on the left is a city treasurer who is posting in the book
an account of the citys revenues from taxes on wine, beer,
fish, and other commodities. The painting is probably a satir-
ical composition intended to expose the iniquity of covetous-
ness, usury, or extortion.
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lages, where freeholders were 1n the most enviable posi-
tion. They led the movements to brgak up the COREOT
fields for planting and were able to initiate legal actions
against their lord. They might not have the best lands in
the village, but whenever village land was converted to
freehold, unfree tenants would go into debt to buy it.
Increasingly, French peasants came to own the lamdv that
they farmed. They protested against the very title of villein,
claiming that its older association with serfdom discour-
aged others from trading with those so labeled. The rela-
tionship of free and unfree went even further in Muscovy,
where thousands of starving laborers sold themselves into
slavery. Perhaps as much as 10 percent of the population
of Muscovy accepted their loss of freedom and became do-
mestic slaves of the military and noble orders.

In towns, the order of rank below the elite pertained as
much to the kind of work that one performed as it did to the
level at which it was undertaken. The critical division in
town life was between those who had the freedom of the
city—citizens—and those who did not. Citizenship was re-
stricted to. membership in certain occupations and was
closely regulated. It could be purchased, especially by mem-
bers of learned professions whose services were becoming
vital in the early modern era, but most citizenship was
earned by becoming a master in one of the guilds after a
long period of apprenticeship and trainingf Only males
could be citizens. In Germany, the feminine equivﬁlcm for
the WO}:d used to denote a male citizen in good standing
meant 'prosmut‘e”! But women who were married to citi-
zens enjoyed their husbands’ privileges; and widows of citi-
zens could pass the privileges to their new husbands when
they remarried. In both town anq countryside, the privileges
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communities together.
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Social Change

In the sixteenth century, social commentators believed that
change was transforming the world in which they lived. In
1600, a Spanish observer blamed the rise of the rich com-
moners [or the ills of the world: “They have obtained a par-
ticular status, that of a self-made group; and since they be-
long neither to the rich nor to the poor nor to the middle,
they have thrown the state into the confusion we now see it
in.” An Englishman commenting on the rise of the gentry
could give no better definition of its status than to say that a
gentleman was one who lived like a gentleman. The chal-
lenge that the new nobility of the robe posed to the old no-
bility of the sword poisoned relations between the two seg-
ments of the French ruling elite. The military service class
in Muscovy, who were of more use to the Muscovite princes
than were the traditional landed nobility, posed an even
greater threat to the privileges of the boyars.

The New Rich. Pressures on the ruling elites of
European society came from above as well as below. The
expansion of the state and the power of the prince fre-
quently came as a result of direct conflict with the nobility.
Only in east-central Europe—in Hungary, Bohemia, and
Poland-Lithuania, where towns were small and urban
elites weak—did the consolidation of the state actually en-
hance the privileges of the traditional noble orders.

There were many reasons why the traditional European
social hierarchy was transformed during the course of the
early modern era. In the first place, population increase
necessitated an expansion of the ruling orders. With more
people to govern, there had to be more governors who
could perform the military, political, and social functions
of the state. The traditional nobility grew slowly, as titles
could be passed to only one son and intermarriage within
the group was very high. Second, opportunities to accu-
mulate wealth expanded dramatically with the Price
Revolution. Traditionally, wealth was calculated in land
and tenants rather than in the possession of liquid assets
such as gold and silver. But with the increase in commod-
ity prices, surplus producers could rapidly improve their
economic position. What previously might have taken a
generation or two of good fortune to amass could now be
gathered seemingly overnight. Moreover, state service be-
came a source of unlimited riches. The profits to be made
from tax collecting, officeholding, or administering the law
could easily surpass those to be made from landholding,
especially after the economic downturn at the end of the
century. The newly rich clamored for privileges, and many
were in a position to lobby rulers effectively for them.
Across European society the nobility grew, fed from for-
tunes made on the land, in trade, and in office.

The New Poor. Social change was equally apparent at
the bottom of the social scale, but there it could not be so
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easily absorbed. The continuous population growth cre-
ated a group of landless poor who squatted in villages and
clogged the streets of towns and cities. Although poverty
was not a new development of the early modern era, its
growth created new problems. Rough estimates suggest
that as many as a quarter of all Europeans were destitute.
That was a staggering figure in great cities. There were tens
of thousands of destitute people in London or Paris,
where, it was observed, “the crowds of poor were so great
that one could not pass through the streets.”

Feeding the Hungry by Cornelius Buys, 1504. A maidservant
is doling out small loaves to the poor and the lame at the
door of a wealthy person’s home. The poor who flocked to
the towns were often forced to rely on charity to survive
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Traditionally, local communities cared for their poor.

Widows, orphans, and the handicapped, who would nor-
mally constitute more than half the poor in a village or
town, were viewed as the “deserving poor,” worthy of the
care of the community through the Church or through pri-
vate almsgiving. Catholic communities such as Venice cre-
ated a system of private charity that paralleled the institu-
tions of the Church. Although Protestant communities
took charity out of the control of the church, they were no
less concerned about the plight of the deserving poor. In
England, a special tax, the poor rate, supported the poor
and provided them with subsistence until they remarried
or found employment. Perhaps the most elaborate system
of all existed in the French town of Lyon where all the
poor were registered and given identity cards. Each
Sunday they would receive a week’s worth of food and
money. Young girls were provided with dowries, and
young boys were taught crafts. Vagrants from the sur-
rounding countryside were given one week’s allotment to
enable them to travel on. But Lyon’s enlightened system
was only for the deserving poor, and as the century pro-
gressed it was overwhelmed.

Charity began at home—it was an obligation of the
community. But as the sixteenth century progressed, the
number of people who lived on the margins of subsistence
grew beyond the ability of the local community to care for
them. Perhaps more importantly, many of those who now
begged for alms fell outside the traditional categories of
the deserving poor. In England, they were called the
sturdy beggars, men and women capable of working but
incapable of finding more than occasional labor. To sup-
port themselves and their families, they left their native
communities in search of employment and thus forfeited
their claims on local charity. Most wound up in the towns
and cities, where they slept and begged in the streets.
Some disfigured themselves to enhance their abilities as
beggars. As strangers they had no claim on local charity; as
able-bodied workers they had no claim on local sympathy:.
Poor mothers abandoned their newborn infants on the
steps of foundling hospitals or the houses of the rich. It is
estimated that 10 percent of all newborn babies in the
Spanish city of Valladolid were abandoned.

The problem of crime complicated the problems of
poverty and vagrancy. Increasing population and increas-
ing wealth equaled increasing crime; the addition of the
poor to the equation aggravated the situation. The poor,
destitute outsiders to the community, without visible
means of support, were the easiest targets of official retri-
bution. Throughout the century, numerous European
states passed vagrancy laws in an effort to alleviate the
problem of the wandering poor. In England, the poor were
whipped from village to village until they were returned
home. The sturdy beggars were branded with the letter V
on their chests to identify them as vagrants, and therefore
as potential criminals. Both Venetian and Dutch vagrants
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PRIVATE LIFE

The great events of the sixteenth century—the discovery of
the New World, the consolidation of states, the increasing
incidence and ferocity of war, the reform of rc!iglon—ul‘l
had profound impact on the lives of ordinary people.
There could be no private life separate from the develop-
ments. However slowly they penetrated to isolated village
communities, however intermittent their effect, they were
inextricably bound up with the experiences and the world-
view of all Europeans. The states offered more protection

Peasant Family (ca. 1640), a re-
alistic scene of peasant life in
France by the genre painter
Louis Le Nain.
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and demanded more resources. Taxes increased, and tax
collecting became more efficient. Wars took village boys
and made them soldiers. Armies brought devastation to
thousands of communities. The New World offered new
opportunities, brought new products, and increased the
wealth of the Continent. Religious reform, both Protestant
and Catholic, penetrated into popular beliefs and personal
piety. All the sweeping changes blurred the distinction be-
tween public and private life.

Still, the transformations wrought by political and intel-
lectual developments were not necessarily the most impor-
tant ones in peoples lives. The lives of most Europeans
centered on births and deaths, on the harvest, and on the
social relations in their communities. For them, great
events were the successful crop, the marriage of an heir, or
the festivals that marked the progress of the year. Their be-
liefs were based as much on the customs they learned as
children as on the religion they learned at church. Their
strongest loyalties were to family and community rather
than to church or state

The Family

Sixteenth-century life centered on the family. The family
was a crucial organizing principle for Europeans of all so-
cial ranks, and it served a variety of functions. In the most

obvious sense, the family was the primary kin group.
European [amilies were predominantly nuclear, composed
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Arcangela Tarabotti was born in Venice in the early seventeenth century. Her
sufficient dowry, so she was sent to live in a Catholic convent, where she unhappily
major works. The first, Monastic Hell, gives the flavor of her attitude toward her fa

which the following excerpt is taken.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
What does Tarabotti point to as evidence of female superiority?
Why do you think Tarabotti concentrates on the biblical

account of the Creation?

INCE WOMAN IS THE EPITOME OF ALL PERFECTIONS,
she is the last of the works of God, as far as material
creation is concerned, but otherwise she dates from
the beginning, and is the first-generated of all creatures,
generated by the breath of God himself, as the Holy Spirit
inferred, through the mouth of Solomon in the Ecclesiastes
where he introduces the Most Holy Virgin to sing of her-
self: The Lord possessed me in the beginning of his ways, before

he made any thing from the beginning.
This creature, although a woman, did not need to be

made with a rib taken from man, because, so to speak, she
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family did not have the means to provide her with a

remained for the rest of her life. She wrote two
te. The second was Innocence Undone, from

ning of time as well as before

men, who, blinded by their ambition to dominate the
world alone, astutely fail to mention this infallible truth,
that the woman has existed in the Divine mind [rom the
beginning. I was set up from eternity, and of old before the
carth was made. The depths were not as yet, and I was already
concelved.

They cannot deny the fact, although their malice pre-
vents them from speaking it openly; but let us try to make
them admit, in accordance with the Holy Scriptures rather
than with some ill-informed preachers, that the woman
made the man perfect and not vice versa.

After the Supreme Being created the world and all the
animals (as I have said before), the text says And God saw
all the things that he had made; and they were very good.
Foreseeing that the man without woman would be the
compendium of all imperfections, God said: It is not good
for man to be alone: let us make him a help like unto himself.
And therefore he created a companion for him that would

was born before the begin

of a married couple and their children. In western Europe,
a small number of families contained the adult siblings of
the family head, uncles and aunts who had not yet estab-
lished their own families. That pattern was more common
in the east, especially in Hungary and Muscovy, where tax-
ation was based on households and thus encouraged ex-
tended families. There, several nuclear families might live
under the same roof. Yet however families were composed,
kinship had a wider orbit than just parents and children.
In-laws, step-relations, and cousins were considered part
of the kin group and could be called upon for support in a
variety of contexts, from charity to employment and busi-
ness partnerships. In towns, such family connections cre-
ated large and powerful clans.

In a different sense, family was lineage, the connections
between preceding and succeeding generations. That was
an important concept among the upper ranks of sociely,
where ancient lineage, genuine or fabricated, was a valued
component of nobility. That concept of family imparted a
sense of stability and longevity in a world in which indi-
vidual life was short. Even in peasant communities, how-
ever, lineage existed in the form of the family farm, that is,
the strips in the field that were passed from generation to
generation and named for the family that owned them.
The village fields and landmarks also bore the names of

individual families, and membership in one of the ancient
families of the village was a mark of social distinction.

The family was also an economic unit. In this sense, fam-
ily overlapped with the household—all those who lived un-
der the same roof, including servants and apprentices. In its
economic functions, the family was the basic unit for the
production, accumulation, and transmission of wealth.
Occvupation determined the organization of the economic
(amlly. Every member of the household had his or her own
functions that were essential to the survival of the wnit.
Tasks were divided by gender and by age, but there was far
more intermixture than is traditionally assumed. On farms,
women worlfcd at nearly every occupation with the excep-
tion of mowing and plowing, In towns, they were vital to
th success of shops and trades, though they were denied
training in the skilled crafts. As laborers, they worked in the
rown fields—for little more than half the wages of men per-
forming the same tasks—and n carryi : i \l- )
goods and materials, Childyen A nd ddwum“k

s . contributed to the economic
vu:;kly ﬁf the household from an early age

Bl : 7 3 . .
zaLic::.ﬂlhi‘L;?ec fﬁ'::llll?’ \1\".15 l.hC prm‘mry unit of social Ol'gmji-

: y children were educated and the social

values of hierarchy and disci pli T
in the family was strictly or vln l'ned“fere S
lapping categories, A the l%)‘ e
P was the husband, head of




be the universal glory of humanity and make him rich
with merits,

Almighty God, having kept the creation of the woman
as the last act of his wonderful work, desired to bestow
privileges upon her, reinforce her graces and gladden the
whole world with her splendour. If the supreme Architect’s
greatness, wisdom and love towards us shone brightly in
his other works, he planned to make the woman, this ex-
cellent last addition to his splendid construction, capable
of filling with wonder whoever looked at her. He therefore
gave her the strength (o subdue and dominate the proud-
est and wildest hearts and hold them in sweet captivity by
a mere glance or else by the power of her pure modesty.
God formed Man, who is so proud, in the field of
Damascus; and from one of his ribs he formed woman in
the garden of Eden.

If T were not a female, T would deduce from this that the
woman, both because of her composition and because of
the place in which she was created, is nobler, gentler,
stronger and worthier than the man.

What is true strength anyway, if not domination over
ones feelings and mastery over one’ passions? And who is
better at this than the female sex, always virtuous and capa-
ble of resisting every temptation to commit or even think
evil things? Is there anything more fragile than your head?
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Compare it to the strength of a nib, the hard bone that is the
material from which we were created, and you will be disap-
pointed. Anyone knows that women show more strength
than men when they conceive and give birth, by tirelessly
carrying all that weight around for nine months.

But you cruel men, who always go around preaching
evil for good and good for evil, you pride yourselves in
your strength because, like the inhuman creatures you are,
you fight and kill each other like wild beasts. . . . Thus, if
strength is the ability to bear misfortunes and insults, how
can you call yourselves strong when you shed other peo-
ple’s blood sometimes for no reason at all and take the life
of innocent creatures at the slightest provocation of a word
or a suspicion?

Strength is not mere violence; it requires an in-
domitable soul, steadfast and constant in Christian forti-
tude. How can you, o most inconstant ones, ever boast of
such virtw? Tmproperly and deceitfully you have called
yourselves virtuous, because only those who fill the world
with people and virti can be called strong.

And those are women. Listen to Solomon, whose words
about women reinforce my argument: Strength and dignity
are her clothing,

From Tarabouti, Innocence Undone.

the household, who ruled over his wife, children, and ser-
vants. All members of the family owed obedience to the
head. The family was like “a little commonwealth,” as
English writers put it, in which the adult male was the
governor and all others the governed. But two other cate-
gories of relationships in the family dispersed the author-
ity. Children owed obedience to their parents, male or fe-
male. In this role, the wife and mother was governor as
well as governed. Similarly, servants owed obedience to
both master and mistress. Male apprentices were under the
authority of the wife, mother, and mistress of the house-
hold. The importance of the family as a social unit was un-
derscored by the fact that people unattached to families at-
tracted suspicion in sixteenth-century society. Single men
were often viewed as potential criminals; single women as
potential prostitutes. Both lived outside the discipline and
social control of families. ‘ s
Although the population of Europe was increasing in the
early modern era, families were not large. Throughout
northern and western Europe, the size of the typical family
was two adults and three or four children. Late marriages
and breast-feeding helped control family size: the former re-
stricted the number of childbearing years while the latter in-
creased the space between pregnancies. Women married
around age 25, men slightly later. A woman could expect

about 15 fertile years and seven or eight pregnancies if nei-
ther she nor her husband died in the interim. Only three or
four children were likely to survive beyond the age of ten. In
her fertile years, a woman was constantly occupied with in-
fants. She was either about to give birth or about to become
pregnant. If she used a wet nurse rather than feed her own
babies, as many women in the upper ranks of society did,
then she was likely to have 10 or 12 pregnancies during her
fertile years and correspondingly more surviving children.

Constant pregnancy and child care may help explain
some of the gender roles that men and women assumed in
the early modem era. Biblical injunctions and traditional
stereotypes help explain others. Pregnant or not, women’s
labor was a vital part of the domestic economy, especially
until the first surviving children were strong enough to as-
sume their share. The woman’s sphere was the household.
On the farm, she was in charge of the preparation of food
the care of domestic animals, the care and education ol"
children, and the manufacture and cleaning of the family’s
clothing. In towns, women supervised the shop that was
part of the household. They sold goods, kept account‘s
and directed the work of domestics or apprenlices‘
Mothers trained their daughters to perform the tasks in (he
same way that fathers trained their sons o work the f ld:
or ply their craft. £



492 Chapter 15  The Experiences of Life in Early Modern Europe, 15001 650

The man’s sphere was public—the fields in rural areas,
the streets in towns. Men plowed, planted, and did the
heavy reaping work of farming. They made and main-
tained essential farm equipment and had charge of the
large farm animals. They marketed surplus produce and
made the few purchases of equipment or luxury goods.
Men performed the labor service that was normally due
the lord of the estate, attended the local courts in various
capacities, and organized the affairs of the village. In
towns, men engaged in heavy labor, procured materials for
craft work, and marketed their product if it was not sold in
the household shop. Only men could be citizens of the
towns or full members of most craft guilds, and only men
were involved in civic government.

The separation of men and women into the public and
the domestic spheres meant that marriage was a blending of
complementary skills, Each partner brought to the marriage
essential knowledge and abilities that were fundamental to
the economic success of the union. Except in the largest
towns, nearly everyone was married for at least a part of his
or her life. Remarriage was more common for men than
women, however, because a man continued to control the
familys property after the death of his wife, whereas a
widow might have only a share of it after bequests to chil-
dren and provisions for apprentices. In the French town of
Nantes, a quarter of the annual weddings were remarriages.

While male roles were constant throughout the life cy-
cle, as men trained for and performed the same occupa-
tions from childhood to death, female roles varied greatly
depending upon the situation. While under the care of fa-

women worked in the domes.

tic sphere; once widowed, they assumed Lhehpgblic func-
tions of head of household. Many Womefn 1nhemed shops
or farmland; most became responSIble or the P]aQGmgnL
and training of their children. But because of the division
of labor upon which the family cllepenclled4and because of
the inherent social and economic prejudices Lhatl segre-
gated public and domestic roles, widows were particularly
disadvantaged. The most fortunate among them remar-
ried—“The widow weeps with one eye and casts 'glancAes
with the other,” an English proverb heldj Their financial
and personal independence from men, prized today, was a
millstone in the early modern world.

thers, masters, or hushands,

Communities

Despite its central place in all aspects of sixteepth-;en;ury
life, the family was a fragile and impermanent institution.
Even without divorce—permitted in Protestant communi-
ties, though never very common—marriages were short.
The early death of one of the partners abbreviated the life
of the natural family. New marriage partners or social wel-
fare to aid the indigent was sought from within the wider
community. On the farm, that community was the rural
village; in the town, it was the ward, quarter, or parish in
which the family lived. Community life must not be ro-
manticized. Interpersonal violence, lawsuits, and feuds
were extraordinarily common in both rural and urban
communities. The community was not an idyllic haven of
charity and love, where everyone knew and respected

< In an age of high infant mortal-
ity and short life expectancy,
women were expected to bear
many children to ensure family
continuity. This embroidery
depicts a mother with her thir-
teen daughters.
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Jan van Eyck, The Marriage of Giovanni Arnolfini and Giovanna
Cenami. This outstanding fifteenth-century painting of a nup-
tial scene teems with symbols, including the religious sym-
bols of the rosary, the roundels on the mirror frame, and the
post of the chair. The little dog in the foreground may repre-
sent fidelity, and the candles in the chandelier may be a sym-
bol of marriage. The mirror reflects the image of two wit-
nesses, who would have been standing where spectators
viewing the picture would stand. The inscription on the wall,
“Jan van Eyck was here, 1434,” suggests that one of the fig-
ures is a self-portrait of the artist.

neighbors and worked toward a common goal. Like every
other aspect of society, the community was socially and
economically stratified, gender roles were segregated, and
resources were inequitably divided. But the community
was the place where people found their social identity. It
provided marriage partners for its families, charity for its
poor, and a local culture for all of its inhabitants.

Identities and Customs. The two basic forces that tied
the rural community together were the lord and the priest.
The lord set conditions for work and property ownership

that necessitated common decision making on the part of

the village farmers. The lord’s presence, commonly in the
form of an agent, could be both a positive and a negative
force for community solidarity, Use of the common lands,
the rotation of labor service, and the form in which rents
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in kind were paid were all decisions that had to be made
collectively. Village leadership remained informal, though
in some villages headmen or elders ba gained with the
lord’s agent or resolved petty disputes among the villagers
Communal agreement was also expressed in communal re-
sistance to violations of custom or threats to the moral
economy. All those forms ol negotiation fused individual
families into a community. So, too, in a different way did
the presence of the parish priest or minister, who ;:.rf»'.nfff.'ff
all the pivotal events of life—birth, marriage, and death
The church was the only common building of the commu-
nity; it was the only space that was not owned outright by
the lord or an individual family. The scene of village meet-
ings and ceremonies, it was the center of both spiritual and
social life. The parish priest served as a conduit for all the
news of the community and the focal point for the villages
festive life. In rural communities, the church was the only
organization to which people belonged

Communities were bound together by the authorities
who ruled them and by their common activities. But the
were also bound together by their own social cust
Farly modern communities used a number of ceremonial
occasions as opportunities for expressing solidarity and
confirming, in one way or another, the values to which
they adhered. In rural parishes there was the annual per-
ambulation, a walk around the village fields that usual
occurred before planting began. It was led by the p
who carried with him any particularly sacred objects that
the parish possessed. Behind him followed the village
farmers, in some places all members of the village who
were capable of walking the distance. The perambulation
had many purposes. The priest blessed the fields and
prayed for a bountiful crop; the farmers surveyed their
own strips and any damage that had been done to the
fields during the winter; the community defined its geo-
graphical space in distinction to the space of others; and
all the individuals who took part reaffirmed their shared
identity with others in the village.

In towns, ceremonial processions were far more elabo-
rate. Processions might take place on saints’ days in
Catholic communities or on anniversaries of town liber-
ties. The order of the march, the clothing worn by the par-
ticipants, and the objects displayed reflected the strict hi-
erarchies of the town’s local organizations. In Catholic
towns, the religious orders led the town governors in their
robes of office. Following the governors were the members
of guilds, each guild placed according to its rank of impor-
tance and each organized by masters, journeymen, and ap-
prentices. In some towns, the wives of citizens marched in
procession; in others, they were accorded special places
[rom which to view the ceremony: Village and civic cere-
monies normally ended with communal feasting and
dancing, which were the most popular forms of Tecreation:

Weddings and Festivals. Not all ceremonial occasions
were so formal. The most common ceremony was the
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wedding, a rite of passage that was simultaneously signifi-
cant to the individual, the family, and the community. The
wedding was a public event that combined a religious cer-
emony and a community procession with feasting and fes-
tivity. It took different forms in different parts of Europe
and in different social groups. But whether eastern or
weslern, noble or common, the wedding was celebrated as
the moment when the couple entered fully into the com-

munity. Marriage involved more than just the union of

bride and groom. Parents were a central feature in the
event, both in arranging the economic aspects of the
union—dowry and inheritance—and in approving the oc-
casion. Many couples were engaged long before they were
married, and in many places it was the engagement that
was most important to the individuals and the wedding
that was most important to the community. One German
townsman described how he “had taken a wife but they
have not held the wedding yet.”

Traditional weddings involved the formal transfer of
property, an important event in rural communities, where
the ownership of strips of land or common rights concerned
everyone. The bridal dowry and the grooms inheritance
were formally exchanged during the wedding, even if both

ssion—"the marrage 1in the

were small. The public proce :
lled in towns—proclaimed

streets” as it was sometimes Ca
the union throughout the community and was conﬂd?rﬁgi
to be as important as the religious ceremony. It was foIIw.Ac(.
by a feast as abundant as the families of bride and groom
could afford. In peasant communities, gifts of food f(’)!' the
s were gifts to the couple. There

feast were as common a
xcess food should be

were always provisions made that e
: Jfortunate after the wedding.

rted sexual relations. Many of the
lowed the feast symbolized
an burghers it was tradi-
home, and

sent to the poor or ur

Weddings also legitim:
dances and ceremonies that fol
the sexual congress. Among Germ
tional for the bride to bring the bed to her new
bridal beds were passed from mothers to daughters. Among
the nobility, the consummation of the marriage was a vital
part of the wedding, for without it the union could be an-
nulled. Finally, the marriage inaugurated both bride and
groom into new roles in the community. Their place at the
wedding table next to their parents elevated them to the sta-
tus of adults.

Other ceremonies were equally important in creating a
shared sense of identity within the community. In both
town and countryside, the year was divided by a number

Carnivals were occasions for games and [easting. In this painting, Struggle between Carnival
and Lent, Pieter Brueghel the Elder depicts a contest between the fasting and other forms of
self-denial during Lent (the period of fasting and penitence before Easter) and the tempting

attractions of Carnival.




of festivals that defined the rhythm of toil and rest. They
coincided with both the seasonal divisions of agricultural
life and the central events of the Christian calendar.
There was no essential difference between the popular
and Christian elements in festivals, however strongly the
official church insisted upon one. Christmas and Easter
were probably the most widely observed Christian holi-
days, but Carnival, which preceded Lent, was a frenzied
round of feasts and parties that resulted in a dispropor-
tionate number of births nine months later. The Twelve
Days of Christmas, which inaugurated the slow, short
days of winter, were only loosely attached to the birth of
Jesus and were even abolished by some Protestant
churches. The rites of May, which celebrated the rebirth
of spring, were filled with sexual play among the young
adults of the community. Youth groups went “a-Maying’
by placing flowers at the homes of marriageable girls,
electing a Queen of the May, and dancing and reveling
before the hard work of planting. All Hallows’ Eve was a
celebration for the community’s dead, whose spirits were
believed to have wandered the village on that night, visit-
ing kin and neighbors.

Festivals helped maintain the sense of community that
might be weakened during the long months of increased
work or enforced indoor activity. They were first and fore-
most celebrations in which feasting, dancing, and play
were central. But they also served as safety valves for the
pressures and conflicts that built up over the year. There
were [requently group and individual sports, such as soc-
cer or wrestling, which served to channel aggressions.
Village elders would arbitrate disputes, and marriage al-
liances or property transactions would be arranged.

Festivals further cemented the political cohesion of
the community. Seating arrangements reflected the hier-
archy of the community, and public punishment of of-
fenders reinforced deference and social and sexual
mores. Youth groups, or even the village women, might
band together to shame a promiscuous woman or to
place horns on the head of a cuckolded husband.
Sometimes a man who had been beaten or abused by his
wife, or who had simply failed to enforce obedience from
her, was forced to ride backward on a horse or donkey to
symbolize the misrule in his family. At such processions,
which the French called charivaris and the English skim-
mingtons, rough music was played and the offense of the
individual or couple was elaborately recreated. (See “A
Closer Look: Sex and the Married Man,” pp. 496-497.)
Such forms of community ritual worked not only to pun-
ish offenders but also to reinforce the social and sexual
values of the village as a whole.

Popular Beliefs

Ceremony and festival are reminders that sixteenth-cen-
tury Europe was still a preliterate society. Despite the intro-
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duction of printing and the millions of books (,haF wcrcr
produced during the period, the vast ma;onl?{ 0f
Europeans conducted their affairs wilhoul’ the benefit %
literacy. Their culture was oral and visual, They had nee :
of an exact memory, and they developed a shonhand 0
adages, charms, and spells that helped them organize lhfc”
activities and pass down their knowledge. It1s difficult for
us to recreate that mental world, in which almost all nz{t-
ural events were unpredictable and in which there was lit-
tle certainty. Outside a small circle of intellectuals, there
was little effective knowledge about either human or celes-
tial bodies. The mysteries of the sun, moon, and stars were
as deep as those of health and sickness. But ordinary peo-
ple did not live in a constant state of terror and apxnety.
They used the knowledge they did have to form a view of
the universe that conformed to their experiences and [hat
responded to their hopes. Although many of their beliefs
seem mere superstitions, they allowed people to form a co-
herent explanation of the natural world and of their rela-
tionship to it.

Magical Practices. The peoples beliefs blended
Christian teaching and folk wisdom with a strong strain of
magic. Popular belief in magic could be found everywhere
in Europe, and it operated in much the same way as sci-
ence does today. Only skilled practitioners could perform
magic. It was a technical subject that combined expertise
in the properties of plants and animals with theories about
the composition of human and heavenly bodies. It had its
own language, a mixture of ancient words and sounds
with significant numbers and catchphrases. Magicians spe-
cialized: some concentrated on herbs and plants, others on
the diseases of the body. Alchemists worked with rocks
and minerals, astrologers with the movement of the stars.
Witches were thought to understand the properties of ani-
mals especially well. The witches of Shakespeare’s Macbeth
chanted their exotic recipe for witch’s gruel:

Eye of newt and toe of frog,

Wool of bat and tongue of dog,
Adder’s fork and blindwormss sting,
Lizard’s leg and owlet’s wing,

For a charm of powerful trouble,
Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.

Magical practices appealed to people at all levels of soci-
ety. The wealthy favored astrology and paid handsomel

to discover which days and months were the m !/
cious for marriages and investments. So-calle
men predicted the future for those of the lower orde

who would not be able to give an astrologer such vital =
formation as the date of their birth or to pay cxorl;ilm-
fees. The poorest villagers sought the aid of herbalist o
help control the constant aches and pains of d”:ilr 15‘;0
Sorcerers and wizards were called upon in more ‘e\)trclmcc

Cil'CLlT’ﬂSlﬂl’lCCS, such as a Ihl’Ci’llCllCd hm‘\'cst Or matters [
<
0

Ost auspi-
d cunning
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Evidence of the supernatural world abounded for the people of premodern Europe. Natural disasters such as plague and human f{leL\—
ters such as war promoted fear of witchcraft. When the world seemed out of balance and the forces of good retreated before the forces of
evil, people sought someone to blame for their troubles, Witches were an obvious choice. Accused witches were most commonly women
on the margins of society. Once brought before the authorities, many admitted their traffic with Satan, especially under torture. The
Witch Hammer is a set of detailed instructions for the rooting out of witches, including procedures to induce their confessions.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
What is the point of torture, punishment, or investigation? Is

the suspected witch seen as being in control of his or her magic?

HE METHOD OF BEGINNING AN EXAMINATION BY

TORTURE IS AS FOLLOWS: First, the jailers prepare

the implements of torture, then they strip the pris-
oner (if 1t be a woman, she has already been stripped by
other women, upright and of good report). This stripping
is lest some means of witchcraft may have been sewed into
the clothing—such as often, taught by the Devil, they pre-
pare from the bodies of unbaptized infants, [murdered)
that they may forfeit salvation. And when the implements
of torture have been prepared, the judge, both in person
and through other good men zealous in the faith, tries to
persuade the prisoner to confess the truth freely; but, if he
will not conless, he bids attendants make the prisoner fast
to the strappado or some other implement of torture. The
attendants obey forthwith, yet with feigned agitation.
Then, at the prayer of some of those present, the prisoner
is loosed again and is taken aside and once more per-
suaded to conless, being led to believe that he will in that
case not be put to death.

But if, neither by threats nor by promises such as these,
the witch cannot be induced to speak the truth, then the
jailers must carry out the sentence, and torture the pris-
oner according to the accepted methods, with more or less
of severity as the delinquent’s crime may demand. And,

while he is being tortured, he must be questioned on the
articles of accusation, and this frequently and persistently,
beginning with the lighter charges—for he will more read-
ily conless the lighter than the heavier. And, while this is
being done, the notary must write down everything in his
record of the trial—how the prisoner is tortured, on what
points he is questioned, and how he answers.

And note that, if he confesses under the torture, he
must afterward be conducted to another place, that he
may confirm it and certify that it was not due alone to the
force of the torture.

But, if the prisoner will not confess the truth satisfacto-
rily, other sorts of tortures must be placed before him, with
the statement that, unless he will confess the truth, he
must endure these also. But, if not even thus he can be
brought into terror and to the truth, then the next day or
the next but one is to be set for a continuation of the tor-
tures—not a repetition, for they must not be repeated un-
less new evidence be produced. . . .

. And during the interval, before the day assigned, the
judge, in person or through approved men, must in the
manner above described try (o persuade the prisoner to
confess, promising her (if there is aught to be gained by
this promise) that her life shall be spared.

int;:rr}:r:]):;(:ier ;l‘ﬂi :C:ol: :t, n;orcqver, that throughout this
she may not be left alorsl a'n}t)y e p'nsonert e L
e el 21¢; because she will be visited by

pted into suicide.

From The Witch Hammer.

life and death. The magicians competed with the reme-
dies offered by the Church. Special prayers and visits 1o
the shrines of particular saints were believed to have sim-
ilar curative value. Magical and Christian beliefs did not
oppose each other; they existed on a continuum and
were practiced simultaneously. In some French villages,
for example, four-leal clovers were considered especially
powerful if they were found on a particular saint’s day. It
was not until the end of the century, when Protestant and
Catholic leaders condemned magical practices and began
a campaign to root them out, that magic and religion
came into conflict.

Magical practices served a variety
was the most common, and many “m
fective remedies of the 1

of purposes. Healing
_ agical” brews were ef-
nor ailments for which they were
- MAgIcians were women because it

G _ predictive purposes.
an charms and- rityals were believed (g Il)mvi the

0
Evev::cl; l.zsaf]feCl the weather, the Crops, and even human
s ha ways, affairs of the hear were as important as
the stomach. Magicians advised the lovesick on



potions and spells that would gain them the object of their
desires. Cats were particularly associated with love spells,
as were the petals of certain flowers. “He loves me, he
loves me not” was more than a child’s game. Magic was be-
lieved to have the power to alter the course of nature, and
it could be used for both good and evil purposes.

The Witchcraft Craze. Magic for evil was black magic,
or witchcraft, which utilized beliefs in the presence of spir-
itual forces in nature. Witches were believed to possess
special powers that put them into contact with the devil
and the forces of evil, which they could then use for their
own purposes. Belief in the prevalence of good and evil
spirits was Christian as well as magical. But the Church
had gradually consigned the operation of the devil to the
afterlife and removed his direct agency from earthly affairs.
Beginning in the late fifteenth century, Church authorities
began to prosecute large numbers of suspected witches. By
the end of the sixteenth century, there was a continentwide
witchcraze. Unexplained misfortune or simple malice
could set off accusations that might include dozens or
even hundreds of suspected witches. Confessions were ob-
tained under torture, as were further accusations. In the
period from 1550 to 1650, there were more than 30,000
prosecutions in Germany alone.

Witches were usually women, most often those un-
married or widowed. Although male sorcerers and wiz-
ards were thought to have powers over evil spirits, by the
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sixteenth century it was females who served as the medi-
ators between humans and the diabolical. In 2 sample of
more than 7000 cases of witchcraft prosecuted in early
modern Europe, more than 80 percent of the defendants
were women. There is no clear explanation why women
fulfilled this important and powerful role. Belief in
women’s special powers over the body through their sin-
gular ability to give birth is certainly one part of the ex-
planation, for many stories about the origins of witches
suggest that they were children fathered by the devil and
left to be raised by women. The sexual element of union
with the devil and the common belief that older women
were sexually aggressive combined to threaten male sex-
ual dominance. Witches were also believed to have pecu-
liar physical characteristics. A group of Italian witches,
male and female, were distinguished by having been
born with a caul (a membrane around their heads that
was removed after birth). Accused witches were strip-
searched to find the devil's mark, which might be any
bodily blemish. Another strand of explanation lies in the
fact that single women existed on the fringes of society,
isolated and exploited by the community at large. Their
occult abilities thus became a protective mechanism that
gave them a function within the community while they
remained outside it.

It is difficult to know how important black magical be-
liefs were in ordinary communities. Most of the daily magic
that was practiced was the mixture of charms, potions, and

This image from Germany de-
picts events in the imagined
lives of witches. On the left,
two witches dance with
demons, while another demon
is busy preparing a feast. On
the right, three witches are
burned alive on a pyre.
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A Witchcraft Persecutions. There were more trials for witch-
craft in Calvinist Scotland than in all of Spain and France
combined.

prayers that mingled magical, medical, and Christian be-
liefs. But as the century progressed, more and more notice
was taken of black magic. Misfortunes that befell particular
families or social groups were blamed upon the activities of
witches. The campaign of the established churches to root
out magic was largely directed against witches. The
churches transposed witches’ supposed abilities to commu-
nicate with the devil into the charge that they worshipped
the devil. Because there was such widespread belief in the
presence of diabolical spirits and in the capabilities of
witches to control them, Protestant and Catholic church

courts could easily find witnesses to testify in support Q('Lhe
charges against individual witches. Yel wherever sufflqcm
evidence exists to understand the circumstances Qf witch-
craft prosecutions, it is clear that the community 1L§§lf was
under some form of social or economic stress. Sacrificing a
marginal member of the community might have been the

means to restore village solidarity.

Conclusion

POPULATION GROWTH, ECONOMIC DIVERSIFICATION, AND SOCIAL
CHANGE characterized life in early modern Europe. It was
a century of extremes. The poor were getting poorer and
the rich were getting richer. The early part of the century
has been called the golden age of the peasantry; the later
part has been called the crisis of subsistence. At all levels
of the social scale, the lives of grandparents and grand-
children were dramatically different. For surplus produc-
ers, the quality of life improved throughout the century.
The market economy expanded. Agricultural surplus was
exchanged for more land and a wider variety of con-
sumer goods. Children could be provided with an educa-
tion, and domestic and agricultural labor was cheap and
plentiful. For subsistence producers, the quality of life
eroded. In the first half of the century, their diet con-
tained more meat than it would for the next 300 years.
Their children could be absorbed on new farms or sent to
towns where there was a shortage of both skilled and un-
skilled labor. But gradually the outlook turned bleak.
The land cdould SUPPOTt No more new families, and the
the crushing burdens of taxatipe \fx'ere o
church and the all-too-fre u‘entOn b e, and
vests, epidemic disease '1?1d S ohs o poor har-

» and warfare. In eastern Europe,

the Peasantry was tied to the land in a new serfdom that

provided minimum subsistence in return for the loss of

free tuni

U§Cdon'n andloppouum.t)_r. When peasants anywhere rose
P against those conditions, they were cut down and

SWEpt away like new-mown hay.
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