The fall of Constantinople
to the Ottoman Turks in
1453 marked the end of
the Byzantine Empire and
heralded the coming age
of gunpowder weapons.
The Ottoman forces under
Sultan Mehmed I
breached the massive
walls of Constantinople
using massive cannons
known as bombards. The
Turkish cannons appear
in the center of this book
illustration of the siege of
Constantinople, published

in France in 1455. (The Art
Archive/Bibliothéque Nationale
Paris.)
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I n August 1452, as the armies of the Ottoman sultan Mehmed II encircled Constantinople,
the Byzantine emperor Constantine XI received a visit from a fellow Christian, a
Hungarian engineer named Urban. Urban had applied metallurgical skills acquired at
Hungary’s rich iron and copper mines to the manufacture of large cannons known as
bombards. He came to the Byzantine capital to offer his services to repel the Ottoman as-
sault. But although Urban was a Christian, he was a businessman, too. When Constantine
could not meet his price, Urban quickly left for the sultan’s camp. Facing the famed triple
walls of Constantinople, Mehmed promised to quadruple the salary Urban requested and
to provide any materials and manpower the engineer needed.

Seven months later, in April 1453, Ottoman soldiers moved Urban’s huge bronze
bombards—with barrels twenty-six feet long, capable of throwing eight-hundred-pound
shot—into place beneath the walls of Constantinople. Although these cumbersome can-
nons could fire only seven rounds a day, they battered the walls of Constantinople, which
had long been considered impenetrable. After six weeks of siege the Turks breached the
walls and swarmed into the city. The vastly outnumbered defenders, Emperor Constantine
among them, fought to the death.

Urban’s willingness to put business before religious loyalty helped tip the balance of
power in the Mediterranean. During the siege, the Genoese merchant community at
Constantinople—along with their archrivals, the Venetians—maintained strict neutrality.
Although the Italian merchants, like Urban, were prepared to do business with Mehmed
11, within a decade the Venetians and Ottomans were at war. Venice could not produce

BACKSTORY

In the fourteenth century, a number of developments threatened the connections
among the societies of the Afro-Eurasian world. The collapse of the Mongol empires
in China and Iran in the mid-1300s disrupted caravan traffic across Central Asia,
diverting the flow of trade and travel to maritime routes across the Indian Ocean.
Although the two centuries of religious wars known as the Crusades ended in 1291,
they had hardened hostility between Christians and Muslims. As the power of the
Christian Byzantine Empire contracted, Muslim Turkish sultanates —the Mamluk
regime in Egypt and the rising Ottoman dynasty in Anatolia (modern Turkey)—
gained control of the eastern Mediterranean region. Yet the Crusades and direct
contact with the Mongols had also whetted European appetites for luxury and exotic
goods from the Islamic world and Asia. Thus, despite challenges and obstacles, the
Mediterranean remained a lively crossroads of commerce and cross-cultural
exchange.

Fourteenth-Century-
Crisis and Renewal
in Eurasia

[FEEYE How did the Black
Death affect society, the
economy, and culture in Latin
Christendom and the Islamic
world?

Islam’s New Frontiers

Why did Islam
expand dramatically in the
fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries, and how did new
Islamic societies differ from
established ones?

The Global Bazaar

How did the pattern
of international trade change
during the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, and how
did these changes affect
consumption and fashion
tastes?

COUNTERPOINT
Age of the Samurai in
Japan, 1185-1450

How and why did the
historical development of
Japan in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries differ from
that of mainland Eurasia?
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enough cannons to match the heavily armed Ottoman army and navy, which expelled the
Venetians from the Black Sea in 1475. Although Venetian merchants still flocked to
Constantinople, which Mehmed renamed Istanbul, to obtain spices, silks, and other Asian
goods, the Ottomans held the upper hand and could dictate the terms of trade.

The fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans marks a turning point in world history.
After perpetuating ancient Rome’s heritage and glory for a thousand years, the Byzantine
Empire came to an end. Islam continued to advance; in the fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ries, it expanded most dramatically in Africa and Asia. Italian merchants and bankers lost
their dominance in the eastern Mediterranean and turned westward toward the Atlantic
Ocean in search of new commercial opportunities. And this shift in commercial power
and focus was not the only profound change that followed the Ottoman capture of Con-
stantinople. The bombards cast by the Hungarian engineer for the Ottoman sultan her-
alded a military revolution that would decisively alter the balance of power among states
and transform the nature of the state itself.

The new global patterns that emerged after Constantinople changed hands had their
roots in calamities of the fourteenth century. The Ottoman triumph came just as Europe was
beginning to recover from the previous century’s catastrophic outbreak of plague known as
the Black Death. The demographic and psychological shocks of epidemic disease had se-
verely tested Europe’s political and economic institutions—indeed, even its Christian faith.

The Black Death also devastated the Islamic world. Economic depression struck hard
in Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia, the heartland of Islam. However, Europe’s economy
recovered more quickly. One consequence of the plague was the slow demise of serfdom,
which contributed to the growing political and economic power of European monarchs
and the urban merchant classes. By 1500 European merchants, bankers, and artisans had
surpassed their Muslim counterparts in innovation and efficiency.

In Asia, the fourteenth century witnessed the rise and fall of the last Mongol empire,
that of Timur (also known as Tamerlane). The end of the Mongol era marked the passing
of nomadic rule, the resurgence of agrarian bureaucratic states such as Ming China and

MAPPING THE WORLD it N T i

Afro-Eurasia in the Early Fifteenth Century il polciiace foule

After the Mongol Empire disintegrated, trans-Eurasian trade shifted from the overland Silk Road SR HOR

to the maritime routes stretching from China to the Mediterranean. Muslim merchants crossed — Voyages of Zheng He
the Sahara Desert and the Indian Ocean in pursuit of African gold, Chinese porcelain, and Asian

spices. Although Chinese fleets led by Admiral Zheng He journeyed as far as the coasts of f
Arabia and Africa, the Ming rulers prohibited private overseas trade. '

1392-1910 Yi dynasty in Korea

= 1405 Death of Timur; breakup of his empire = 1453 Ottoman conquest of Constantinople
into regional states in Iran and Central Asia marks fall of the Byzantine Empire

1405-1433 Chinese admiral Zheng He's expeditions in Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean

= 1421 Relocation of Ming capital from Nanjing to Beijing

1428-1788 Le dynasty in Vietnam
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the Ottoman Empire, and the shift of trade from the overland Silk Road to maritime routes
across the Indian Ocean. Commerce attained unprecedented importance in many Asian
societies. The flow of goods across Eurasia and Africa created new concentrations of
wealth, fostered new patterns of consumption, and reshaped culture. The European Re-
naissance, for example, although primarily understood as a rebirth of the classical culture
of Greece and Rome, also drew inspiration from the wealth of goods that poured into Italy
from the Islamic world and Asia. By contrast, Japan remained isolated from this global
bazaar, and this isolation contributed to the birth of Japan’s distinctive national culture.
For most Afro-Eurasian societies, however, the maritime world increasingly became the
principal crossroads of economic and cultural exchange.

OVERVIEW
QUESTIONS

The major global development in this chapter: Crisis and recovery in
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Afro-Eurasia.

As you read, consider:

1. In the century after the devastating outbreak of plague known as the Black
Death, how and why did Europe’s economic growth begin to surpass that of
the Islamic world?

2. Did the economic revival across Eurasia after 1350 benefit the peasant
populations of Europe, the Islamic world, and East Asia?

3. How did the process of conversion to Islam differ in Iran, the Ottoman
Empire, West Africa, and Southeast Asia during this period?

4. What political and economic changes contributed to the rise of maritime
commerce in Asia during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries?

Fourteenth-Century Crisis
and Renewal in Eurasia

EEETE No event in the fourteenth century had such profound consequences as
How did the Black Death affect society, the the Black Death of 1347-1350. The unprecedented loss of life that
economy, and culture in Latin Christendom resulted from this pandemic abruptly halted the economic expansion

and the Islamic world?

that had spread throughout Europe and the Islamic heartland in the

Black Death The catastrophic
outbreak of plague that spread
from the Black Sea to Europe,
the Middle East, and North
Africa in 1347-1350, killing a
third or more of the population
in afflicted areas.

pandemic An outbreak of
epidemic disease that spreads
across an entire region.

preceding three centuries. Although the population losses were as great
in the Islamic world as in Latin Christendom, the effects on society, the economy, and
ideas diverged in important ways.

Largely spared the ravages of the Black Death, following the collapse of the Mongol
empires in the fourteenth century Asian societies and economies faced different chal-
lenges. Expanding maritime trade and the spread of gunpowder weapons gave settled em-
pires a decisive edge over nomadic societies, an edge that they never again relinquished.
The founder of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644) in China rejected the Mongol model of
“universal empire” and strove to restore a purely Chinese culture and social order. The
prestige, stability, and ruling ideology of the Ming state powerfully influenced neighbors
such as Korea and Vietnam—but had far less effect on Japan.
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The “Great Mortality”: The Black Death of 1347-1350

On the eve of the Black Death, Europe’s agrarian economy already was struggling under
the strain of climatic change. Around 1300 the earth experienced a shift in climate. The
warm temperatures that had prevailed over most of the globe for the previous thousand
years gave way to a Little Ice Age of colder temperatures and shorter growing seasons; it
would last for much of the fourteenth century. The expansion of agriculture that had
occurred in the Northern Hemisphere during the preceding three centuries came to a halt.
The Great Famine of 1315-1317, when severe winters and overly wet summers brought on
successive years of crop failure, killed 10 percent of the population in northern Europe and
the British Isles. Unlike famine, though, the Black Death pandemic struck the ruling
classes as hard as the poor. Scholars estimate that the Black Death and subsequent recur-
rences of the pandemic killed approximately one-third of the population of Europe.

Although the catastrophic mortality (death rates) of the Black Death is beyond dis-
pute, the causes of the pandemic remain mysterious. The Florentine poet Giovanni Boccaccio
(1313-1375), an eyewitness to the “great mortality,” described the appearance of apple-
sized swellings, first in the groin and armpits, after which these “death-bearing plague
boils” spread to “every part of the body, wherefrom the fashion of the contagion began to
change into black or livid blotches . . . in some places large and sparse, and in others small
and thick-sown.” The spread of these swellings, Boccaccio warned, was “a very certain to-
ken of coming death.”!

The prominence of these glandular swellings, or buboes, in eyewitness accounts has
led modern scholars to attribute the Black Death to bubonic plague, which is transmitted
by fleas to rats and by rats to humans. Yet the scale of mortality during the Black Death far
exceeds levels expected in plague outbreaks. Moreover, in Egypt the Black Death struck in
winter, when bubonic plague is usually dormant, and the chief symptom was spitting
blood rather than developing buboes, suggesting an airborne form of the plague. The pan-
demic killed as many livestock, especially cattle, as it did humans. Although it is difficult to
identify the Black Death with any single modern disease, there is no doubt that the popula-
tions of western Eurasia had no previous experience of the disease, and hence no immu-
nity to it. Qutbreaks of plague continued to recur every decade or two for the next century,
and intermittently thereafter.

Boccaccio and other eyewitnesses claimed that the Black Death had originated in
Central Asia and traveled along overland trade routes to the Black Sea. The first outbreak
among Europeans occurred in 1347 at the Genoese port of Caffa, on the Crimean penin-
sula. At that time Caffa was under siege by Mongols of the Golden Horde. Legend relates
that the Mongols used catapults to lob corpses of plague victims over the city walls.
Whether or not the Mongols really used this innovative type of germ warfare, the Genoese
fled, only to spread the plague to the seaports they visited throughout the Mediterranean.
By the summer of 1350 the Black Death had devastated nearly all of Europe (see Map
15.1).

The historian William McNeill has suggested that the Black Death was a byproduct of
the Mongol conquests. He hypothesized that Mongol horsemen carried the plague bacillus
from the remote highland forests of Southeast Asia into Central Asia, and then west to the
Black Sea and east to China. The impact of the plague on China remains uncertain, how-
ever. The Mongol dynasty of Kubilai (Qubilai) (KOO-bih-lie) Khan already was losing its
hold on China in the 1330s, and by the late 1340s China was afflicted by widespread fam-
ine, banditry, and civil war. By the time the Ming dynasty took control in 1368, China’s
population had fallen substantially. Yet Chinese sources make no mention of the specific
symptoms of the Black Death, and there is no evidence of pandemic in the densely popu-
lated areas of South and Southeast Asia.

The demographic collapse resulting from the Black Death was concentrated in Eu-
rope and the Islamic lands ringing the Mediterranean. In these regions population growth
halted for over a century. England’s population did not return to pre-plague levels for four
hundred years.

i

Causes and Spread
of the Black Death

Demographic Consequences

Little Ice Age Name applied
by environmental historians to
periods of prolonged cool
weather in the temperate zones
of the earth.
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MAP 15.1 Spread of the Black Death, 1347-1451

From Caffa on the shores of the Black Sea, Genoese merchant ships unwittingly carried the
plague to Constantinople and other Mediterranean ports in the summer of 1347. Over the
next four years the Black Death advanced across the Mediterranean Sea and throughout cen-
tral and northern Europe. Hundreds of Jewish communities were attacked or destroyed by
Christians who blamed the pandemic on the Jews.

Population losses from the Black Death were equally devastating in the Islamic parts
of the Mediterranean. Italian ships brought the plague to Alexandria in the autumn of
1347. The Egyptian historian al-Magqrizi (al-mak-REE-zee) recorded that twenty thousand
people died each day in Cairo, then the most populous city in the world. Although this es-
timate surely is exaggerated, the plague probably did cause more than one hundred thou-
sand deaths in Cairo alone. In the Islamic world, as in Europe, the loss of human lives and
livestock seriously disrupted agriculture. While rural inhabitants flocked to the towns in
search of food and work, urban residents sought refuge in the countryside from the conta-

gion that festered in crowded cities.
Decline of the Mamluk The devastation of the plague dealt a serious blow to the agricultural economy of the
Sultanate  Mamluk (MAM-luke) Sultanate, which ruled over Egypt and Syria. The scarcity of labor
following the pandemic prompted a return to pastoral nomadism in many rural areas, and
the urban working classes who survived benefited from rising wages. “The wages of skilled
artisans, wage workers, porters, servants, stablemen, weavers, masons, construction work-
ers, and the like have increased manyfold,” wrote al-Magqrizi, who served as Cairo’s market
inspector from 1399 to 1405. But, he added, “of this class only a few remain, since most

have died.?
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The Mamluk Sultanate depended on agricultural wealth for its support, so population
losses and declining agricultural production following the Black Death undermined the
Mamluk government. A struggle for power broke out among rival factions. Bureaucratic
mismanagement compounded the economic distress. Faced with decreasing revenues, the
sultanate tried to squeeze more taxes from urban commerce and industry. But the creation
of state monopolies in the spice trade and the sugar industry throttled private enterprise
and undermined the commercial vitality of Cairo and Damascus. The impoverishment of
the urban artisan and merchant classes further weakened the Mamluk regime, leading to
its ultimate downfall at the hands of Ottoman conquerors in 1517. In the fall of the Mam-
luk Sultanate, we can see how the plague produced a chain of interconnected conse-
quences. Population decline led to agricultural decline, which in turn produced economic
problems, undermined political authority, and created the conditions for significant so-
cial, political, and military upheaval.

Although the horrific mortality caused by the Black Death afflicted Latin Chris-
tendom and the Islamic world in equal measure, their responses to the epidemic di-
verged in significant ways. Christians interpreted the plague as divine punishment for
humanity’s sins (see Reading the Past: A French Theologian’s View of the Black
Death). Acts of piety and atonement proliferated, most strikingly in the form of pro-
cessions of flagellants (from flagella, a whip used by worshipers as a form of penance),
whose self-mutilation was meant to imitate the sufferings of Christ. In many places
Christians blamed vulnerable minorities—such as beggars, lepers, and especially
Jews—for corrupting Christian society. Although the Roman Church, kings, and local
leaders condemned attacks against Jews, their appeals often went unheeded. For ex-
ample, the citizens of Strasbourg threw the municipal council out of office for trying
to protect the city’s Jewish population and then burned nine hundred Jews on the
grounds of the Jewish cemetery. The macabre images of death and the corruption of
the flesh in European painting and sculpture in the late fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies vividly convey the anguish caused by the Black Death.

Christian Responses
to the Black Death

Dance of Death

The scourge of the Black Death
pandemic dramatically
influenced attitudes toward
death in Latin Christendom.
Literary and artistic works such
as this woodcut of skeletons
dancing on an open grave vividly
portrayed the fragility of life and
the dangers of untimely death.
For those unprepared to face
divine judgment, the ravages of
disease and death were only a
prelude to the everlasting

torments of hell. (akg-images/
Imagno.)
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This account of the Black Death comes from Jean de Ve- resulting from this terrible plague inflicted by God was
nette (d. c. 1368), a monk and master of theology at the Uni- peace between kings and lords established. On the
versity of Paris who compiled, probably in the late 1350s, a contrary, the enemies of the king of France and of the
chronicle of his own lifetime. Church were stronger and wickeder than before and
stirred up wars on sea and on land. Greater evils than
Some said that this pestilence was caused by before pullulated everywhere in the world. And this fac-
infection of the air and waters. . . . As a result of this tor was very remarkable. Although there was an abun-
theory. . . . the Jews were suddenly and violently dance of all goods, yet everything was twice as dear,
charged with infecting wells and water and corrupting whether it were utensils, victuals, or merchandise, hired
the air. . . . In Germany and other parts of the world helpers or peasants and serfs, except for some heredi-
where Jews lived, they were massacred and slaugh- tary domains which remained abundantly stocked with
tered by Christians, and many thousands were burned everything. Charity began to cool, and iniquity with
everywhere, indiscriminately. . . . But in truth, such poi- ignorance and sin to abound, for few could be found in
sonings, granted that they actually were perpetrated, the good towns and castles who knew how or were
could not have caused so great a plague nor have willing to instruct children in the rudiments of grammar.
infected so many people. There were other causes; for
example, the will of God and the corrupt humors and Source: Richard A. Newhall, ed., The Chronicle of Jean de Venette

evilinherent in air and earth (New York: Columbia University Press, 1953), 50-51.

After the cessation of the epidemic, or plague, the

men and women who survived married each other. EXAMINING THE

There was . . . fertility beyond the ordinary. Pregnant

women were seen on every side. . . . But woe is me! EVI DENCE

The world was not changed for the better but for the 1. How did Venette’s interpretation of the causes of
worse by this renewal of the population. For men were the epidemic differ from those of his European
more avaricious and grasping than before, even though contemporaries?

they had far greater possessions. They were more cov- 2. In Venette’s view, what were the social and moral
etous and disturbed each other more frequently with consequences of the Black Death?

suits, brawls, disputes, and pleas. Nor by the mortality Lot

Muslim Responses Muslims did not share the Christian belief in “original sin,” which deemed human

to the Black Death  beings inherently sinful, and so they did not see the plague as a divine punishment. In-
stead, they accepted it as an expression of God’s will, and even a blessing for the faithful.
The Muslim cleric Ibn al-Wardi (IB-unh al-wahr-dee), who succumbed to the disease in
1349, wrote that “this plague is for Muslims a martyrdom and a reward, and for the dis-
believers a punishment and rebuke” Most Muslim scholars and physicians rejected the
theory that the pandemic was spread through contagion, counseling against abandoning
stricken family members. The flagellants’ focus on atonement for sin and the scapegoat-
ing of Jews seen in Christian Europe were wholly absent in the Islamic world.

Rebuilding Societies in Western Europe 1350-1492

Just as existing religious beliefs and practices shaped Muslim and Christian responses to
the plague, underlying conditions influenced political and economic recovery in the two
regions. Latin Christendom recovered more quickly than Islamic lands. In Europe, the
death toll caused an acute labor shortage. Desperate to find tenants to cultivate their lands,
the nobility had to offer generous concessions, such as release from labor services, that
liberated the peasantry from the conditions of serfdom. The incomes of the nobility and
the Church declined by half or more, and many castles and monasteries fell into ruin. The
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shortage of labor enabled both urban artisans and rural laborers to bargain for wage
increases. Rising wages improved living standards for ordinary people, who began to con-
sume more meat, cheese, and beer. At the same time, a smaller population reduced the
demand for grain and manufactured goods such as woolen cloth. Many nobles, unable to
find tenants, converted their agricultural land into pasture. Hundreds of villages were
abandoned. In much of central Europe, cultivated land reverted back to forest. Thus, the
plague redrew the economic map of Europe, shifting the economic balance of power.

Economic change brought with it economic conflict, and tensions between rich and
poor triggered insurrections by rural peasants and the urban lower classes throughout west-
ern Europe. In the Italian city-states, the working classes of Florence, led by unemployed
wool workers, revolted against the patricians (the wealthy families who controlled the city’s
government) in 1378. Their demand for a greater share of wealth and political rights alarmed
the city’s artisan guilds, which allied with the patricians to suppress what became known as
the Ciompi revolt (“uprising by the little people”). While the revolt failed, it clearly demon-
strated the awareness of Florence’s working classes that the plague had undermined the sta-
tus quo, creating an opportunity for economic and political change.

The efforts of elites to respond to the new economic environment could also lead to con-
flict. In England, King Richard IT’s attempt to shift the basis of taxation from landed wealth to a
head tax on each subject incited the Peasant Revolt of 1381. Led by a radical preacher named
John Ball, the rebels presented a petition to the king that went beyond repeal of the head tax to
demand freedom from the tyranny of noble lords and the Christian Church:

Henceforward, that no lord should have lordship but that there should be proportion
between all people, saving only the lordship of the king; that the goods of the holy
church ought not to be in the hands of men of religion, or parsons or vicars, or others
of holy church, but these should have their sustenance easily and the rest of the goods
be divided between the parishioners, . . . and that there should be no villeins [peasants
subject to a lord’s justice] in England or any serfdom or villeinage, but all are to be
free and of one condition.*

In the end the English nobles mustered militias to suppress the uprising. This success
could not, however, reverse the developments that had produced the uprising in the first
place. High wages, falling rents, and the flight of tenants brought many estates to the brink
of bankruptcy. Declining aristocratic families intermarried with successful entrepreneurs,
who coveted the privileges of the titled nobility and sought to emulate their lifestyle. A
new social order began to form, one based on private property and entrepreneurship
rather than nobility and serfdom, but equally extreme in its imbalance of wealth and
poverty.

Perhaps nowhere in Europe was this new social order more apparent than in Italy. In
the Italian city-states, the widening gap between rich and poor was reflected in their gov-
ernments, which increasingly benefited the wealthy. Over the course of the fifteenth cen-
tury, the ideals and institutions of republican (representative) government on which the
Italian city-states were founded steadily lost ground. A military despot wrested control of
Milan in 1450. Venice’s oligarchy—rule by an exclusive elite—strengthened its grip over
the city’s government and commerce. In Florence, beset by constant civil strife after the
Ciompi uprising, the Medici family of bankers dominated the city’s political affairs. Every-
where, financial power was increasingly aligned with political power.

In the wake of the Black Death, kings and princes suffered a drop in revenues as agricul-
tural production fell. Yet in the long run, royal power grew at the expense of the nobility and
the Church. In England and France, royal governments gained new sources of income and
established bureaucracies of tax collectors and administrators to manage them. The rulers of
these states transformed their growing financial power into military and political strength by
raising standing armies of professional soldiers and investing in new military technology.
The French monarchy, for instance, capitalized on rapid innovations in gunpowder weapons

Social Unrest and Rebellion

Rise of National States

oligarchy Rule by a small
group of individuals or families.




to create a formidable army and to establish itself as the supreme power in continental Eu-
rope. Originally developed by the Mongols, these weapons had been introduced to Europe
via the Islamic world by the middle of the fourteenth century.
Hundred Years’ War The progress of the Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453) between England and France re-
flected the changing political landscape. On the eve of the Black Death pandemic, the war
broke out over claims to territories in southwestern France and a dispute over succession to
the French throne. In the early years of the conflict, the English side prevailed, thanks to the
skill of its bowmen against mounted French knights. As the war dragged on, the English
kings increasingly relied on mercenary armies, paid in plunder from the towns and castles
they seized. By 1400, combat between knights conducted according to elaborate rules of
. chivalry had yielded to new forms of warfare. Cannons, siege weapons, and, later, firearms
undermined both the nobility’s preeminence in war and its sense of identity and purpose.
An arms race between France and its rivals led to rapid improvements in weaponry, espe-
cially the development of lighter and more mobile cannons. Ultimately the French de-
feated the English, but the war transformed both sides. The length of the conflict, the pro-
paganda from both sides, and the unified effort needed to prosecute the increasingly costly
war all contributed to the evolution of royal governments and the emergence of a sense of
national identity.
Consolidating State Power To strengthen their control, the monarchs of states such as France, England, and
Spain relied on new forms of direct taxation, as well as financing from bankers. The French
monarchy levied new taxes on salt, land, and commercial transactions, wresting income
from local lords and town governments. The kings of England and France promoted do-
mestic industries such as textiles and metallurgy to enhance their national power. The
marriage of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon in 1469 created a unified monar- |
chy in Spain. This expansion of royal power in Spain depended heavily on loans from
Genoese bankers, who also financed the maritime ventures of the Portuguese and Spanish
monarchs into the Atlantic Ocean. Thus, in all three of these states, new economic condi-
tions contributed to the growth of monarchical power (see Map 15.2).

Ultimately, consolidation of monarchical power in western Europe would create new
global connections. In their efforts to consolidate power, Ferdinand and Isabella, like so
many rulers in world history, demanded religious conformity. In 1492 they conquered
Granada, the last Muslim foothold in Spain, and ordered all Jews and Muslims to convert
to Christianity or face banishment. With the Reconquista (Spanish for “reconquest”) of
Spain complete, Ferdinand and Isabella turned their crusading energies toward explora-
tion. That same year, they sponsored the first of Christopher Columbuss momentous
transatlantic voyages in pursuit of the fabled riches of China.

[li PART 2 The Formation of Regional Societies, 500-1450 c.k.

Wheeled Cannon

The Hundred Years' War
between England and France
touched off an arms race that
spurred major advances in the
technology of warfare. Initially,
gunsmiths concentrated on
making massive siege cannons
capable of firing shot weighing
hundreds of pounds. By 1500,
however, military commanders
favored more mobile weapons,
such as this wheeled cannon

' manufactured for the Holy

Roman Emperor Maximilian I.
(Erich Lessing/Art Resource.)
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Europe and the Greater Mediterranean, 1453

The century following the Black Death witnessed the growth of royal power and territorial consolidation
across Europe, most notably in England and France. But central Europe and Italy remained politically frag-
mented. The Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 14563 extinguished the Byzantine Empire and sharp-
ened the conflict between Christendom and the Islamic world in southeastern Europe.

Ming China and the New Order in East Asia 1368-1500

State building in East Asia, too, fostered the development of national states. The Yuan
dynasty established in China by the Mongol khan Kubilai had foundered after his death in
1294. Kubilai’s successors wrung as much tribute as they could from the Chinese popula-
tion, but they neglected the infrastructure of roads, canals, and irrigation and flood-
control dikes that the Chinese economy depended on. By the time the Mongol court at
Dadu (modern Beijing) began to enlist the services of the Confucian-educated elite in the
late 1330s, economic distress and social unrest already had taken a heavy toll. When
peasant insurrections and civil wars broke out in the 1350s, the Mongol leaders aban-
doned China and retreated to their steppe homeland. After a protracted period of war
and devastation, a Chinese general of peasant origin restored native rule, founding the
Ming dynasty in 1368 (see Map 15.3).
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MAP 15.3

The Ming Empire, 1449
After expelling the Mongols,
the rulers of the Ming dynasty
rebuilt the Great Wall to
defend China from nomad
invasions. Emperor Yongle
moved the Ming capital from
Nanijing to Beijing and
launched expeditions com-
manded by his trusted aide
Zheng He that voyaged
throughout Southeast Asia
and the Indian Ocean.
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Ming Autocracy

Neo-Confucianism The refor-
mulation of Confucian doctrines
to reassert a commitment to
moral perfection and the better-
ment of society; dominated
Chinese intellectual life and
social thought from the twelfth
to the twentieth centuries.

The Ming founder, Zhu Yuanzhang (JOO yuwen-JAHNG) (r. 1368-1398)—better
known by his imperial title, Hongwu (hoong-woo)—resurrected the basic Chinese institu-
tions of civil government. But throughout his life Hongwu viewed the scholar-official class
with suspicion. Born a peasant, Hongwu saw himself as a populist crusading against the
snobbery and luxurious lifestyle of the rich and powerful. Once in command, he repeat-
edly purged high officials and exercised despotic control over his government. Hongwu
reinstituted the civil service examinations system to select government officials, but he
used the examinations and the state-run school system as tools of political indoctrination,
establishing the teachings of twelfth-century Neo-Confucian philosopher Zhu Xi (JOO
shee) as the standard for the civil service exams. Zhu shared the Neo-Confucian antipathy
toward Buddhism as a foreign religion and sought to reassert the Confucian commitment
to moral perfection and the betterment of society. Neo-Confucianism advocated a strict
moral code and a patriarchal social hierarchy, and the Ming government supported it with
the full force of imperial law. Thus, Hongwu drew on tradition and a belief in China’s cul-
tural superiority as he created a new state.

This strong sense of Chinese superiority can be seen in many of Hongwu’s policies. De-
termined to eradicate any taint of Mongol customs, Hongwu rejected the Mongol model of a
multiethnic empire and turned his back on the world of the steppe nomads. He located his
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capital at Nanjing, on the south bank of the Yangzi River, far from the Mongol frontier. For-
eign embassies were welcome at the Ming court, which offered trading privileges in return
for tribute and allegiance to the Chinese emperor. But Hongwu distrusted merchants as
much as he did intellectuals. In 1371 he forbade Chinese merchants from engaging in over-
seas commerce and placed foreign traders under close government scrutiny.

Hongwu’s son, the Emperor Yongle (r. 1402-1424), reversed his father’s efforts to
sever China from the outside world. Instead, Yongle embraced the Mongol vision of world
empire and rebuilt the former Mongol capital of Dadu, creating the modern city of Bei-
jing. Throughout his reign Yongle campaigned to subdue the Mongol tribes along the
northern frontier, but with little success. He also wanted to expand southward. In 1405 he
launched a series of naval expeditions under Admiral Zheng He (JUNG-huh) that, as we
will see, projected Chinese power deep into the Indian Ocean, and in 1407 he invaded and
conquered Vietnam (see again Map 15.3). Nonetheless, Yongle’s reign did not represent a
complete break with that of Hongwu. Like his father, Yongle was an autocrat who pro-
moted Neo-Confucian policies, even as he sought to reestablish some of the global con-
nections Hongwu had tried to sever.

The impact of Hongwu'’s policies went far beyond the realms of court politics and
international diplomacy. He envisioned his empire as a universe of self-sufficient and
self-governing villages, where men worked in the fields and women remained at home.
The Neo-Confucian ideology of Hongwu emphasized the patriarchal authority of the
lineage, and his policies deprived women of many rights, including a share in inheri-
tance. It outlawed the remarriage of widows. By the fourteenth century, many elite fami-
lies practiced foot binding, which probably originated among courtesans and entertain-
ers. From around age six the feet of young girls were tightly bound with bandages,
deforming the bones and crippling them. The feet of adult women ideally were no more
than three to four inches long; they were considered a mark of feminine beauty and a
symbol of freedom from labor. Foot binding accompanied seclusion in the home as a
sign of respectable womanhood.

Despite the strictures of patriarchal society, in the households of nonelite groups,
women played an essential economic role. Women worked alongside men in rice culti-
vation and performed most tasks involved in textile manufacture. As national and inter-
national markets for Chinese silk expanded beginning in the twelfth century, male arti-
sans in urban workshops took over skilled occupations such as silk weaving. But the
spread of cotton, introduced from India in the thirteenth century, gave peasant women
new economic opportunities. Most cotton was grown, ginned (removing the seeds),
spun into yarn, and woven into cloth within a single household, principally by women.
Confucian moralists esteemed spinning, weaving, and embroidery as “womanly work”
that would promote industriousness and thrift; they became dismayed, however, when
women displayed entrepreneurial skill in marketing their wares. Nevertheless, women
did engage in commercial activities, suggesting that there were limits to the moralists’
control of women’s lives.

The Ming dynasty abandoned its designs for conquest and expansion after the death
of Yongle in 1424. Yet the prestige, power, and philosophy of the Ming state continued to
influence its neighbors, with the significant exception of Japan (see Counterpoint: Age of
the Samurai in Japan, 1185-1450). Vietnam regained its independence from China in
1427, but under the long-lived Le dynasty (1428-1788), Vietnam retained Chinese-style
bureaucratic government. The Le rulers oversaw the growth of an official class schooled in
Neo-Confucianism and committed to forcing its cultural norms, kinship practices, and
hostility to Buddhism on Vietnamese society as a whole. In Korea, the rulers of the new Yi
dynasty (1392-1910) also embraced Neo-Confucian ideals of government. Under Yi rule
the Confucian-educated elite acquired hereditary status with exclusive rights to political
office. In both Vietnam and Korea, aristocratic rule and Buddhism’s dominance over daily
life yielded to a “Neo-Confucian revolution” modeled after Chinese political institutions
and values.

Ming Patriarchal Society

Neo-Confucianism
in Vietnam and Korea
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Islam’s New Frontiers

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Islam continued to spread to
Why did Islam expand dramatically in the new areas, including central and maritime Asia, sub-Saharan Africa,
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and how | and southeastern Europe. In the past, Muslim rule had often preceded
did new Islamic societies differ from the popular adoption of Islamic religion and culture. Yet the advance

established ones?

of Islam in Africa and Asia came about not through conquest, but

Timur

Sufism A tradition within Islam
that emphasizes mystical
knowledge and personal experi-
ence of the divine.

through slow diffusion via merchants and missionaries. The universal-
ism and egalitarianism of Islam appealed to rising merchant classes in both West Africa
and maritime Asia.

During this period, Islam expanded by adapting to older ruling cultures rather
than seeking to eradicate them. Timur, the last of the great nomad conquerors, and his
descendants ruled not as Mongol khans but as Islamic sultans. The culture of the Cen-
tral Asian states, however, remained an eclectic mix of Mongol, Turkish, and Persian
traditions, in contrast to the strict adherence to Muslim law and doctrine practiced
under the Arab regimes of the Middle East and North Africa. This pattern of cultural
adaptation and assimilation was even more evident in West Africa and Southeast Asia.

Islamic Spiritual Ferment in Central Asia 1350-1500

The spread of Sufism in Central Asia between 1350 and 1500 played a significant role
in the process of cultural assimilation. Sufism—a mystical tradition that stressed self-
mastery, practical virtues, and spiritual growth through personal experience of the
divine—had already emerged by 1200 as a major expression of Islamic values and social
identity. Sufism appeared in many variations and readily assimilated local cultures to its
beliefs and practices. Sufi mystics acquired institutional strength through the communal
solidarity of their brotherhoods spread across the whole realm of Islam. In contrast to
the orthodox scholars and teachers known as ulama, who made little effort to convert
nonbelievers, Sufi preachers were inspired by missionary zeal and welcomed non-
Muslims to their lodges and sermons. This made them ideal instruments for the spread
of Islam to new territories.

One of Sufism’s most important royal patrons was Timur (1336-1405), the last of the
Mongol emperors. Born near the city of Samarkand (SAM-ar-kand) when the Mongol
Ilkhanate in Iran was on the verge of collapse, Timur—himself a Turk—grew up among
Mongols who practiced Islam. He rose to power in the 1370s by reuniting quarreling
Mongol tribes in common pursuit of conquest. Although Timur lacked the dynastic pedi-
gree enjoyed by Chinggis Khan's descendants, like Chinggis he held his empire together by
the force of his personal charisma.

From the early 1380s, Timur’s armies relentlessly pursued campaigns of con-
quest, sweeping westward across Iran into Mesopotamia and Russia and eastward
into India. In 1400-1401 Timur seized and razed Aleppo and Damascus, the principal
Mamluk cities in Syria. In 1402 he captured the Ottoman sultan in battle. Rather than
trying to consolidate his rule in Syria and Anatolia (modern Turkey), however, Timur
turned his attention eastward. He was preparing to march on China when he fell ill
and died early in 1405. Although Timur’s empire quickly fragmented, his triumphs
would serve as an inspiration to later empire builders, such as the Mughals in India
and the Manchus in China. Moreover, his support of Sufism would have a lasting im-
pact, helping lay the foundation for a number of important Islamic religious move-
ments in Central Asia.

The institutions of Timur’s empire were largely modeled on the Ilkhan synthesis of Per-
sian civil administration and Turkish-Mongol military organization. Like the Ilkhans and
the Ottomans, Timur’s policies favored settled farmers and urban populations over pastoral
nomads, who were often displaced from their homelands. While Timur allowed local princes
a degree of autonomy, he was determined to make Samarkand a grand imperial capital.
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He forcibly relocated artists, craftsmen, scholars, and clerics from
many regions and put them into service in Samarkand (see Reading
the Past: A Spanish Ambassador’s Description of Samarkand). The
citadel and enormous bazaar built by Timur have long since perished,
but surviving mosques, shrines, and tombs illuminate Timur’s vision
of Islamic kingship: all-powerful, urbane and cosmopolitan, and os-
tentatious in its display of public piety.

After Timur’s death in 1405, his sons carved the empire into
independent regional kingdoms. Like Timur, his successors
sought to control religious life in royal capitals such as Herat and
Samarkand by appointing elders (shayks) and judges (gadis) to
administer justice, supervise schools and mosques, and police
public morality. Yet Sufi brotherhoods and the veneration of Sufi
saints exerted an especially strong influence over social life and
religious practice in Central Asia. Timur had lavished special fa-
vor on Sufi teachers and had strategically placed the shrines of his
family members next to the tombs of important Sufi leaders. The
relics of Timur in Samarkand, along with the tombs of Sufi saints,
attracted pilgrims from near and far.

Elsewhere in the Islamic world, a number of religious move-
ments combined the veneration of Sufi saints and belief in miracles
with unorthodox ideas derived from Shi’ism, the branch of Islam
that maintains that only descendants of Muhammad’s son-in-law
Ali have a legitimate right to serve as caliph. Outside the major cit-
ies, Islamic leadership passed to Sufis and popular preachers. One of
the most militant and influential of these radical Islamic sects was
the Safavid (SAH-fah-vid) movement founded by a Sufi preacher,
Safi al-Din (SAH-fee al-dean) (1252-1334). Like other visionary
teachers, Safi preached the need for a purified Islam cleansed of
worldly wealth, urban luxury, and moral laxity. His missionary
movement struck a responsive chord among the pastoral Turk and . ;

Mongol tribes of Anatolia and Iran. The Safavids roused their fol- Wie.can giean Some senee. of Hmure se[f-l,mage o
L . i the Book of Victories, a chronicle of Timur’s campaigns
lowers to attack Christians in the Caucasus region, but they also |

Timur Enthroned

. . , commissioned by one of his descendants in the 1480s.
challenged Muslim rulers such as the Ottomans and Timur’s succes-  This scene portrays the moment in 1370 when Timur

sors. At the end of the fifteenth century, a charismatic leader, Shah  geclared himself successor to the Chagadai khans. (Rare
Isma’il (shah IS-mah-eel), combined Safavid religious fervor with  Books and Manuscripts Department, The Sheridan Libraries, The
Shi’a doctrines to found a theocracy—a state subject to religious au- ~ Jonns Hopkins University.)

thority. It would rule Iran for more than two centuries and shape

modern Iran’s distinctive Shi‘a religious culture.

Ottoman Expansion and the Fall of Constantinople 1354-1453

The spread of Islam in Central Asia would have profound consequences for the region. In the
eyes of Europeans, however, the most significant—and alarming—advance was the Ottoman
expansion into the Balkan territories of southeastern Europe. The Byzantine state was severely
shaken by the Black Death, and in 1354 the Ottomans took advantage of this weakness to
invade the Balkans. After a decisive victory in 1389, the Ottoman Empire annexed most of the
Balkans except the region around Constantinople itself, reducing it to an isolated enclave.

The growing might of the Ottoman Empire stemmed from two military innovations:
(1) the formation of the janissary corps, elite army units composed of slave soldiers, and  janissary corps Slave soldiers
(2) the use of massed musket fire and cannons, such as the bombards of Urban, the Hun-  Who served as the principal '
garian engineer whom we met at the start of this chapter. In the late fourteenth century the E:;?;E;Z?sn?:‘;hﬁ %t;ofrirfg;nth
Ottomans adopted the Mamluk practice of organizing slave armies that would be more  century; also staffed much of
reliably loyal to the sultan than the unruly ghazi (“holy warrior”) bands that Osman  the Ottoman state bureaucracy. |

theocracy A state ruled by
religious authorities.
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A Spanish Ambassador’s Description of Samarkand

In September 1403, an embassy dispatched by King Henry [l
of Castile arrived at Samarkand in hopes of enlisting the sup-
port of Timur for a combined military campaign against the
Ottomans. Seventy years old and in failing health, Timur lavish-
ly entertained his visitors, but made no response to Henry’s
overtures. The leader of the Spanish delegation, Ruy Gonzalez
de Clavijo, left Samarkand disappointed, but his report pre-
serves our fullest account of Timur's capital in its heyday.

The city is rather larger than Seville, but lying out-
side Samarkand are great numbers of houses that form
extensive suburbs. These lay spread on all hands, for
indeed the township is surrounded by orchards and
vineyards. . . . In between these orchards pass streets
with open squares; these are all densely populated,
and here all kinds of goods are on sale with breadstuffs
and meat. . . .

Samarkand is rich not only in foodstuffs but also in
manufactures, such as factories of silk. . . . Thus trade
has always been fostered by Timur with the view of
making his capital the noblest of cities; and during all
his conguests . . . he carried off the best men to people
Samarkand, bringing thither the master-craftsmen of all
nations. Thus from Damascus he carried away with him
all the weavers of that city, those who worked at the
silk looms; further the bow-makers who produce those
cross-bows which are so famous; likewise armorers;
also the craftsmen in glass and porcelain, who are
known to be the best in all the world. From Turkey he

had brought their gunsmiths who make the arquebus. . . .
So great therefore was the population now of all nation-
alities gathered together in Samarkand that of men with
their families the number they said must amount to
150,000 souls . . . [including] Turks, Arabs, and Moors
of diverse sects, with Greek, Armenian, Roman, Jaco-
bite [Syrian], and Nestorian Christians, besides those
folk who baptize with fire in the forehead [i.e.,

Hindus]. . . .

The markets of Samarkand further are amply
stored with merchandise imported from distant and for-
eign countries. . . . The goods that are imported to
Samarkand from Cathay indeed are of the richest and
most precious of all those brought thither from foreign
parts, for the craftsmen of Cathay are reputed to be the
maost skillful by far beyond those of any other nation.

Source: Ruy Gonzalez de Clavijo, Embassy to Tamerlane, 1403-1406, trans.
Guy Le Strange (London: Routledge, 1928), 285-289.

EXAMINING THE |
EVIDENCE |

1. What features of Timur's capital most impressed
Gonzalez de Clavijo?

2. How does this account of Samarkand at its height
compare with the chapter’s description of
Renaissance Florence?

(r. 1280-1324), the founder of the Ottoman state, had gathered as the core of his army. At
first, prisoners and volunteers made up the janissary corps. Starting in 1395, however, the
Ottomans imposed a form of conscription known as devshirme (dev-SHEER-may) on the
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Christian peoples of the Balkans to supplement Turkish
recruits. Adolescent boys conscripted through the
devshirme were taken from their families, raised as Mus-
lims, and educated at palace schools for service in the sul-
tan’s civil administration as well as the army. The Mam-
luks purchased slaves from Central Asia, but the Ottomans
obtained a cheaper and more abundant supply from
within their empire. At the same time, they created a gov-
ernment and military wholly beholden to the sultan. Janis-
saries were forbidden to marry and forfeited their prop-
erty to the sultan upon their death.

Practical concerns dictated Ottoman policies to-
ward Christian communities. Where Christians were
the majority of the population, the Ottomans could be
quite tolerant. Apart from the notorious devshirme slave

e e — e e
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levy, the Ottoman impositions were less burdensome than the dues the Balkan peoples
had owed the Byzantine emperor. The Ottomans allowed Balkan Christians freedom
to practice their religion, and they protected the Greek Orthodox Church, which they
considered indispensable to maintaining social order. In Anatolia and other places
where Christians were a minority, however, the Ottomans took a much harder line,
seeing such minorities as a potential threat to the Ottoman order. Muslim governors
stripped Christian bishops of their authority, seized church properties and revenues,
and curbed public worship. By 1500 Christian society in Anatolia had nearly vanished;
most Christians had converted to Islam.

Like the Ming emperors of China, Ottoman rulers favored the creation of a stable
peasant society that would serve as a reliable source of revenue. A married peasant with
a plot of land that could be worked by two oxen became the basic unit of Ottoman soci-
ety. The state controlled nearly all cultivated land, but peasant families enjoyed perma-
nent rights to farm the land they occupied. The government sold the rights to collect
land taxes (a practice known as tax farming) to merchants and other wealthy individu-
als, including non-Muslims such as Greeks and Jews. The practice of tax farming guar-
anteed revenues for the state, but it distanced Ottoman officials from their subjects.

Despite their own nomadic origins, the Ottomans regarded nomadic tribes, like re-
ligious minorities, as a threat to stability. Many nomads were forcibly deported and set-
tled in the Balkans and western Anatolia, where they combined farming with stock rais-
ing. Due to heavy taxes imposed on animal herds, nomads had to earn additional income
through transport, lumbering, and felt and carpet manufacture. The push toward such
activities created by harsh Ottoman policies was matched by the pull of global trade
connections. Strong demand from European customers and the imperial capital of Is-
tanbul (the name Mehmed II gave to Constantinople) stimulated carpet weaving by
both peasants and herders.

The patriarchal family, in which the wife is subject to her husband’s control, was a
pillar of Ottoman law, just as it was in Ming China. Although the Ottoman state barred
women from owning cultivated land, it did not infringe on women’s rights to a share of
family inheritance, as prescribed in the Qur’an. Thus, although men usually controlled
property in the form of land and houses, women acquired wealth in the form of money,
furnishings, clothes, and jewelry. Women invested in commercial ventures, tax farming,
and moneylending. Because women were secluded in the home and veiled in public—
long-established requirements to maintain family honor and status in the central Is-
lamic lands—women used servants and trusted clients to help them conduct their busi-
ness activities.

The final defeat of the Byzantine Empire by Ottoman armies in 1453 shocked the
Christian world. Mehmed II's capture of Constantinople also completed a radical trans-
formation of the Ottoman enterprise. The Ottoman sultans no longer saw themselves as
roving ghazi warriors, but as monarchs with absolute authority over a multinational em-
pire at the crossroads of Europe and Asia: “ruler of the two seas and the two continents;”
as the inscription over Mehmed’s palace gate proclaimed. A proudly Islamic regime, the
Ottoman sultanate aspired to become the centerpiece of a broad cosmopolitan civilization
spanning Europe, Asia, and Africa.

Commerce and Culture in Islamic West Africa

West African trading empires and the merchants they supported had long served as the
vanguard of Islam in sub-Saharan Africa. The Mali Empire’s adoption of Islam as its offi-
cial religion in the late thirteenth century encouraged conversion to Islam throughout the
West African savanna. Under Mali’s protection, Muslim merchant clans expanded their
activities throughout the towns of the savanna and the oasis trading posts of the Sahara.
Islam continued to prosper despite the collapse of Mali’s political dominion in the mid-
fourteenth century.

Ottoman Political, Economic,
and Social Policies




Timbuktu Manuscript

Timbuktu became the hub of

| Islamic culture and intellectual
life in the western Sahara.
Scholars and students at
Timbuktu assembled impressive
libraries of Arabic texts, such as
this twelfth-century Qur’an.
Written mostly on paper
imported from Europe,
Timbuktu's manuscripts were
preserved in family cellections

t after the city’s leading scholars
were deported to North Africa

by Moroccan invaders in 1591.
(Candace Feit.)

Muslim Merchants and
Scholars

Muslim Clerics and Native
Religious Leaders

trade diaspora A network of
merchants from the same city
or country who live permanently
in foreign lands and cooperate
with one another to pursue
trading opportunities.
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The towns of Jenne and Timbuktu, founded along the Niger River by Muslim mer-
chants in the thirteenth century, emerged as the new crossroads of trans-Saharan trade.
Jenne benefited from its access to the gold mines and rain forest products of coastal West
Africa. Timbuktu’s commercial prosperity rose as trade grew between West Africa and
Mamluk Egypt. Islamic intellectual culture thrived among the merchant families of Tim-
buktu, Jenne, and other towns.

As elsewhere in the Islamic world, West African trader families readily combined reli-
gious scholarship with mercantile pursuits. Thus, in West Africa, trade and Islamic culture
went hand in hand. In fact, West Africa saw the development of a profitable trade in Is-
lamic culture. Since the eleventh century, disciples of renowned scholars had migrated
across the Sahara and founded schools and libraries. The Moroccan Muslim scholar and
traveler Ibn Battuta (IB-uhn ba-TOOQO-tuh), who visited Mali in 1352-1353, voiced ap-
proval of the people’s “eagerness to memorize the great Quran: they place fetters on their
children if they fail to memorize it and they are not released until they do so”> Books on
Islamic law, theology, Sufi mysticism, medicine, and Arabic grammar and literature were
staple commodities of trans-Saharan trade. The Muslim diplomat Hasan al-Wazzan (hah-
SAHN al-wah-zan), whose Description of Africa (published in Italian in 1550) became a
best-seller in Europe, wrote that in Timbuktu “the learned are greatly revered. Also, many
book manuscripts coming from the Berber [North African] lands are sold. More profits
are realized from sales of books than any other merchandise”®

Muslim clerics wielded considerable influence in the towns. Clerics presided over
worship and festival life and governed social behavior by applying Muslim law and cul-
tural traditions. Yet away from the towns the majority of the population remained at-
tached to ancestral beliefs in nature spirits, especially the spirits of rivers and thunder.
Healer priests, clan chiefs, and other ritual experts shared responsibility for making offer-
ings to the spirits, providing protection from evil demons and sorcerers, and honoring the
dead. Much to the chagrin of purists such as Ibn Battuta, West African rulers maintained
their authority in rural areas by combining Muslim practices with indigenous rituals and
traditions. Islam in West Africa was largely urban, and West African rulers knew that their
control of the countryside depended on religious accommodation.

Advance of Islam in Maritime Southeast Asia

Muslim Arab merchants had dominated maritime commerce in the Indian Ocean and
Southeast Asia since the seventh century. Not until the thirteenth century, however, did
Islam begin to gain converts in Malaysia and the Indonesian archipelago. By 1400 Arab
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and Gujarati traders and Sufi teachers had spread Islam throughout maritime Asia. The
dispersion of Muslim merchants took the form of a trade diaspora, a network of mer-
chant settlements dispersed across foreign lands but united by common origins, religion,
and language, as well as by business dealings.

Political and economic motives strongly influenced official adoption of Islam. In the  Politics of Conversion
first half of the fourteenth century, the Majapahit (mah-jah-PAH-hit) kingdom (1292-
1528), a bastion of Hindu religion, conquered most of Java and the neighboring islands of
Bali and Madura and forced many local rulers in the Indonesian archipelago to submit
tribute. In response, many of these rulers adopted Islam as an act of resistance to dominance
by the Majapahit kings. By 1428 the Muslim city-states of Java’s north coast, buoyed by the
profits of trade with China, secured their independence from Majapahit. Majapahit’s do-
minion over the agricultural hinterland of Java lasted until 1528, when a coalition of Mus-
lim princes forced the royal family to flee to Bali, which remains today the sole preserve of
Hinduism in Southeast Asia.

Cosmopolitan port cities, with their diverse merchant communities, were natural sites for ~ Religious Diversity
religious innovation. The spread of Islam beyond Southeast Asia’s port cities, however, was
slow and uneven. Javanese tradition attributes the Islamization of the island to a series of
preachers, beginning with Malik Ibrahim (mah-leek EE-bra-heem) (d. 1419), a Gujarati spice
trader of Persian ancestry. Because merchants and Sufi teachers played a far greater role than
orthodox ulama in the spread of Islam in Southeast Asia, relatively open forms of Islam flour-
ished. The Arab shipmaster Ibn Majid (IB-uhn maj-jid), writing in 1462, bemoaned the cor-
ruption of Islamic marriage and dietary laws among the Muslims of Melaka (mah-LAK-eh):
“They have no culture at all. The infidel marries Muslim women while the Muslim takes pa-
gans to wife. . . . The Muslim eats dogs for meat, for there are no food laws. They drink wine in
the markets and do not treat divorce as a religious act.” Enforcement of Islamic law often was
suspended where it conflicted with local custom. Southeast Asia never adopted some features
of Middle Eastern culture often associated with Islam, such as the veiling of women.

Local pre-Islamic religious traditions persisted in Sumatra and Java long after the
people accepted Islam. The most visible signs of conversion to Islam were giving up the
worship of idols and the consumption of pork and adopting the practice of male circumci-
sion. In addition, the elaborate feasting and grave goods, slave sacrifice, and widow sacri-
fice (sati) that normally accompanied the burials of chiefs and kings largely disappeared.
Yet Southeast Asian Muslims continued to honor the dead with prayers and offerings
adapted to the forms of Islamic rituals. Malays and Javanese readily adopted veneration of
Sufi saints and habitually prayed for assistance from the spirits of deceased holy men.
Muslim restrictions on women’s secular and religious activities met with spirited resis-
tance from Southeast Asian women, who were accustomed to active participation in pub-
lic life. Even more than in West Africa, Islam in Southeast Asia prospered not by destroy-
ing existing traditions, but by assimilating them.

In regions such as West Africa and Southeast Asia, then, Islam diffused through the
activities of merchants, teachers, and settlers rather than through conquest. The spread of
Islam in Africa and Asia also followed the rhythms of international trade. While Europe
recovered slowly from the Black Death, thriving commerce across the Indian Ocean forged
new economic links among Asia, Africa, and the Mediterranean world.

The Global Bazaar

Dynastic changes, war, and the Black Death roiled the international
economy in the fourteenth century. Yet even before the end of the How did the pattern of international trade
century, trade and economic growth were reviving in many areas. The =~ change during the fourteenth and fifteenth
maritime world of the Indian Ocean, largely spared both pandemic  centuries, and how did these changes affect
and war, displayed unprecedented commercial dynamism. Pepper and  consumption and fashion tastes?

cotton textiles from India, porcelain and silk from China, spices and
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other exotic goods from Southeast Asia, and gold, ivory, and copper from southern
Africa circulated through a network of trading ports that spanned the Indian Ocean,
Southeast Asia, and China. These trading centers attracted merchants and artisans
from many lands, and the colorful variety of languages, dress, foods, and music that
filled their streets gave them the air of a global bazaar.

The crises of the fourteenth century severely disrupted the European economy, but by
1450 Italy regained its place as the center within Latin Christendom of finance, industry,
and trade. Previously, European craftsmen had produced only crude imitations of Islamic
luxury wares. By the early fifteenth century, however, mimicry had blossomed into inno-
vation, and Italian production of luxury goods surpassed Islamic competitors’ in both
quantity and quality. Wealth poured into Italy, where it found new outlets in a culture of
conspicuous consumption. In contrast, the Islamic heartlands of the Middle East never
recaptured their former momentum. In sum, the crises of the fourteenth century did not
destroy the shared economy and commerce of the Afro-Eurasian world, but they did re-
shape them in profound and long-lasting ways (see Map 15.4).

Economic Prosperity and Maritime Trade in Asia 1350-1450

In Kubilai Khar’s day, hostility among the Mongol khanates disrupted Central Asian cara-
van trade. Thus when the Venetian traveler Marco Polo returned home in 1292, he trav-
eled by ship rather than retracing the overland route, known as the Silk Road, that had
brought him to China two decades before. Polo’s experience was a sign of things to come.
After 1300 maritime commerce largely replaced inland trade over the ancient Silk Road.
Asian merchants from India to China would seize the opportunities presented by the new
emphasis on maritime commerce.

In India, improvements in spinning wheels and looms, and above all the invention of
block printing of fabrics in the fourteenth century, led to a revolution in cotton textile
manufacture. Using block printing (carved wooden blocks covered with dye), Indian
weavers produced colorful and intricately designed fabrics—later known in Europe as
chintz, from the Hindi chint (“many-colored”)—that were far cheaper than luxury textiles
such as silk or velvet. Gujarat in the northwest and the Tamil lands in southeastern India
became centers of cotton manufacture and trade. Although cotton cultivation and weav-
ing spread to Burma, Thailand, and China, Indian fabrics dominated Eurasian markets
(see Lives and Livelihoods: Urban Weavers in India).

Along with textiles, India was famous for its pepper, for which Europeans had acquired
a taste during the age of the Crusades. Muslim merchants from Gujarat controlled both cot-
ton and pepper exports from the cities of Calicut and Quilon (KEE-lon). By 1500 Gujarati
merchants had created a far-flung trade network across the Indian Ocean from Zanzibar to
Java. Gujarati sharafs (from the Persian word for “moneylender”) and Tamil chettis (“trad-
ers”) acted as bankers for merchants and rulers alike in nearly every Indian Ocean port.

China’s ocean-going commerce also flourished in the fourteenth century. The thriv-
ing trade between India and China deeply impressed Ibn Battuta, who found thirteen large
Chinese vessels, or junks, anchored at Calicut when he arrived there in 1341. These junks,
Battuta tells us, carried a complement of a thousand men and contained “four decks with
rooms, cabins, and saloons for merchants; a cabin has chambers and a lavatory, and can be
locked by its occupant, who takes along with him slave girls and wives”®

Silk had long dominated China’s export trade, but by the eleventh century domestic
silk-weaving was flourishing in Iran, the Byzantine Empire, and India. Because Iranian
and Byzantine silk manufacturers were better positioned to respond to changing fashions
in the Islamic world and Europe, China primarily exported raw silk rather than finished
fabrics. At the same time, China retained its preeminent place in world trade by exporting
porcelain, which became known as “chinaware.”

Much admired for their whiteness and translucency, Chinese ceramics already had
become an important item of Asian maritime trade in the tenth century. Bulky and fragile,
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Spared the devastation of the Black Death, maritime Asia flourished in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries. But travel across the Asian seas still had to follow the rhythms
of the seasonal monsoon winds. The Islamic sultanate of Melaka on the Malay penin-
sula emerged as a great commercial crossroads where merchants from the Indian
Ocean and the China seas gathered to trade.

ceramic wares were better suited to transport by ship than overland by camel or cart. In

the thirteenth century, artisans at Jingdezhen (JING-deh-JUHN) in southern China per-

fected the techniques for making true porcelains, which transform into glass the glaze and |
pigments, as well as the body of the piece. Porcelain wares, which were harder and whiter

than previous types of ceramics, could be made into thin yet strong vessels. Although the '
Chinese preferred monochromatic (single-colored) porcelains that imitated the colors and ]
texture of jade, consumers in the Islamic world prized intricate designs executed with the I’
metallic pigments used by glassmakers. Muslim merchants introduced the cobalt blue pig-
ment (which Chinese potters called “Mohammedan blue”) used to create blue-and-white
decorated porcelains. By 1400, Jingdezhen had become the largest manufacturing city in
the world, housing more than one thousand kilns with some seventy thousand craftsmen
engaged in several dozen specialized tasks. Thus, technological innovation and the de-
mands of the international marketplace shaped both the production and decoration of
Chinese ceramics.

The most avid consumers of Chinese porcelains were in the Islamic world, reflecting the
global nature of the Chinese ceramics industry. Muslims used Chinese porcelains both as
eating and drinking vessels and to decorate mosques, tombs, and other holy places. Imports of
Chinese porcelain devastated local ceramic manufacturing in many parts of maritime Asia,
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Urban Weavers in India

Industry and commerce in India, especially in textiles, grew
rapidly beginning in the fourteenth century. Specialized
craftsmen in towns and regional groups of merchants
formed guilds that became the nuclei of new occupational
castes, jati (JAH-tee). Ultimately these new occupational
castes would join with other forces in Indian society to chal-
lenge the social inequality rooted in orthodox Hindu religion.

It was growth in market demand and technological inno-
vations such as block printing that drove the rapid expansion
of India’s textile industries. Luxury fabrics such as fine silks
and velvet remained largely the province of royal workshops
or private patronage. Mass production of textiles, on the
other hand, was oriented toward the manufacture of cheaper
cotton fabrics, especially colorful chintz garments. A weaver
could make a woman'’s cotton sari in six or seven days,
whereas a luxury garment took a month or more. Domestic
demand for ordinary cloth grew steadily, and production for
export accelerated even more briskly. At the beginning of the
sixteenth century, the Portuguese traveler Tomé Pires, im-
pressed by the craftsmanship of Indian muslins and calicoes
(named after the port of Calicut), observed that “they make
enough of these to furnish the world.”

Weaving became an urban industry. It was village
women who cleaned most of the cotton and spun it into
yarn; they could easily combine this simple if laborious work
with other domestic chores. But peasants did not weave the
yarn into cloth, except for their own use. Instead, weaving,
bleaching, and dyeing cloth were skilled tasks performed by
professional urban craftsmen, or in some cases by artisans
living in separate weavers’ settlements in the countryside.

Like other trades in India, weaving was a hereditary occu-
pation that conferred a distinct jati caste status and identity.
Families of weavers belonged to one of a number of regional
guilds with branches in different towns, and members married
within their guilds. Unlike European guilds, Indian guilds did
not have exclusive monopolies over their trades. A single town
could include a number of different weaving guilds, which
could become fierce economic and social rivals.

Indian Block-Printed Textile, c. 1500

Block-printed textiles with elaborate designs were in great
demand both in India and throughout Southeast Asia, Africa,
and the Islamic world. Craftsmen carved intricate designs on
wooden blocks (a separate block for each color), which were
then dipped in dye and repeatedly stamped on bleached fabric
until the entire cloth was covered. This cotton fabric with
geese, lotus flower, and rosette designs was manufactured in

Gujarat in western India. (Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford/
Bridgeman Art Library.)

Increased affluence brought further social and eco- :
nomic differentiation to the ranks of weavers. Although guild I
leaders negotiated orders from merchants and princes, arti- ‘
sans could freely sell their own wares through urban shops ‘
and country fairs. The most successful weavers became
merchants and brokers, buying more looms and hiring oth-
ers to work under their supervision. By the fourteenth cen-
tury some weavers had begun to add the honorific title
chetti (merchant) to their names.

from the Philippines to East Africa. Chinese porcelains became potent prestige goods among
the tribal societies of the Philippines and Indonesia, who attributed magical powers to them.

Southeast Asia: Spices
and Rain Forest Products

In mainland Southeast Asia, the shift in political power from the inland rice-growing
regions toward coastal port cities reflected the new prominence of maritime trade in the re-

gion’s economic life. Burma exported cotton to China as early as 1400 and became an impor-
tant source of metals, gems, and teak for shipbuilding. The profits of maritime commerce
fueled the emergence of Ayudhya (a-YOOD-he-ya) in Thailand as the dominant power in
mainland Southeast Asia in the late fourteenth century. By 1400 Ayudhya was challenging
Majapabhit for control of the Southeast Asian trade routes between India and China.
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The rising prosperity of weavers whetted their aspira-
tions for social recognition. Amid the whirl and congestion
of city life, it was far more difficult than in villages to enforce
the laws governing caste purity and segregation. As a four-
teenth-century poet wrote about the crowded streets of his
hometown of Jaunpur in the Ganges Valley, in the city “one
person’s caste-mark gets stamped on another’s forehead,
and a brahman’s holy thread will be found hanging around
an untouchable’s neck.”? Brahmans objected to this ero-
sion of caste boundaries, to little avail. Weaver guilds be-
came influential patrons of temples and often served as
trustees and accountants in charge of managing temple en-
dowments and revenues.

In a few cases the growing economic independence of
weavers and like-minded artisans prompted complete re-
jection of the caste hierarchy. Sufi preachers and bhakti
(BAHK-tee) —devotional movements devoted to patron
gods and goddesses—encouraged the disregard of caste
distinctions in favor of a universal brotherhood of devout
believers. The fifteenth-century bhakti preacher Kabir, who
was strongly influenced by Sufi teachings, epitomized the
new social radicalism coursing through the urban artisan
classes. A weaver himself, Kabir joined the dignity of man-
ual labor to the purity of spiritual devotion, spurning the so-
cial pretension and superficial piety of the brahmans (“pan-
dits”) and Muslim clerics (“mullahs”):

| abandoned kin and caste, | weave my threads at ease

| quarrel with no one, | abandoned the pandits and mullahs,

I wear what | have woven; forgetful of myself, | come
close to God.®

In Kabir's mind, genuine piety was rooted in honest toll,

devotion to family, and abstinence from sensual pleasure.
By the seventeenth century, such ideas had coalesced

into a separatist religious movement, Sikhism, centered on

For Further Information:

a trinity of labor, charity, and spiritual devotion. The Sikhs,
who gained a following principally among traders and arti-
sans in the northwestern Punjab region, drew an even more
explicit connection between commerce and piety. In the
words of a hymn included in a sixteenth-century anthology
of Sikh sacred writings:

The true Guru [teacher] is the merchant;
The devotees are his peddlers.
The capital stock is the Lord’s Name, and

To enshrine the truth is to keep His account.*

Sikh communities spurned the distinction between pure and
impure occupations. In their eyes, holiness was to be found
in honest toil and personal piety, not ascetic practices, book
learning, or religious rituals.

1. Tomé Pires, The Suma Oriental of Tomé Pires, ed. and trans. Armando
Cortes (London: Hakluyt Society, 1944), 1:53.

2. Vidyapati Thakur, Kirtilata, quoted in Eugenia Vanina, Urban Crafts and
Craftsmen in Medieval India (Thirteenth-Eighteenth Centuries) (New Delhi:
Munshiram Mancharlal, 2004), 443.

3. Quoted in Vanina, Urban Crafts and Craftsmen, 149.

4. Sri Guru Granth Sahib, trans. Gophal Singh (Delhi: Gur Das Kapur & Sons,
1960), 2:427.

QUESTIONS TO
CONSIDER

1. In what ways did the organization of textile
production reinforce or challenge the prevailing
social norms of Hindu society?

2. In what ways did religious ideas and movements
reflect the new sense of dignity among prosperous
Indian merchants and craftsmen?

Ramaswamy, Vijaya. Textiles and Weavers in Medieval South India. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1985.
Vanina, Eugenia. Urban Crafts and Craftsmen in Medieval India (Thirteenth-Eighteenth Centuries). New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 2004.

Thus, China influenced patterns of international trade not only as a producer, as with
ceramics, but as a market for exported goods large enough to shape production elsewhere in
the world. China was the principal market for the international trade in pepper, and it was
Chinese demand that drove the rapid expansion of pepper cultivation in Southeast Asia, in
particular Sumatra, during the fifteenth century. In return for exports of pepper, sandalwood,
tin and other metals, fine spices, and exotic products of the tropical rain forests, Southeast Asia
imported cotton cloth from India and silks, porcelain, and bronze coins from China. In the
wake of this trade boom, Indian and Chinese merchant communities sprouted across mari-
time Southeast Asia. The trade diasporas of Gujarati Muslims and Chinese from Guangzhou
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Wedding Present of
Chinese Porcelains

Avid demand in the Muslim
world stimulated development
of China’s renowned blue-and-
white porcelains. This Persian
miniature from around 1480
illustrates the story of a Chinese
princess who in a gesture of
diplomacy is sent to marry a
Turkish nomad chieftain. The
dowry that accompafnies the
reluctant bride includes blue-
and-white porcelains and brass

wares of Turkestan design. (The
Art Archive/Topkapi Museum Istanbul/
Gianni Dagli Orti.)

Zheng He’s Mission

Renaissance A period of
intense intellectual and artistic
creativity in Europe, beginning
in Italy in the fourteenth century
as a revival of the classical civi-
lization of ancient Greece and
Rome.

humanism The study of the
humanities (rhetoric, poetry, his-
tory, and moral philosophy),
based on the works of ancient
Greek and Roman writers, that
provided the intellectual founda-
tions for the Renaissance.
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(Canton) and Quanzhou (CHYWAN-joe) created networks of cultural as well as economic
influence, ultimately altering the balance of political power as well (see again Map 15.4).

China’s Overseas Overture: The Voyages
of Zheng He 1405-1433

The growth of South Asian maritime trade attracted the attention of the Chinese gov-
ernment, and in the early fifteenth century, the Ming dynasty in China took a more
active role in maritime Southeast Asia, becoming a rival for political and economic
supremacy. From the 1390s Malay princes in Sumatra appealed to the Ming court for
protection against the demands of the Majapahit kings. In 1405 the Ming emperor Yongle
decided to intervene by sending a naval expedition to halt the expansionist aggression of
Majapahit and Ayudhya and to assert Chinese authority over the maritime realm.

Yongle entrusted the fleet to the command of a young military officer named Zheng He
(1371-1433). Zheng was born into a Muslim family who had served the Mongol rulers of the
Yuan dynasty. In 1383, Zheng He, then age twelve, was conscripted into the eunuch corps (cas-
trated males employed as guardians of the imperial household) and placed in the retinue of the
prince who would become Emperor Yongle. Zheng assisted the prince in the overthrow of his
nephew that brought Yongle to the throne in 1402, and became his most trusted confidant.

For his mission to Southeast Asia, Yongle equipped Zheng He with a vast armada, a
fleet of sixty-three ships manned by nearly twenty-eight thousand sailors, soldiers, and of-
ficials. Zheng’s seven-masted flagship, more than four hundred feet long, was a marvel of
Chinese nautical engineering. His fleet later became known as the “treasure ships” because
of the cargoes of exotic goods and tribute they brought back from Southeast Asia, India,
Arabia, and Africa. But Zheng’s primary mission was political, not economic. Yongle, as
we have seen, had a vision of world empire, in part borrowed from the Mongols, in which
a multitude of princes would pay homage to Ming sovereignty. The constant flow of for-
eign embassies, the display of exotic tribute, and the emperor’s pivotal role as arbitrator of
disputes among lesser rulers were crucial to his sense of imperial dignity.

Departing in November of 1405, Zhengs fleet sailed first to Java in a show of force
designed to intimidate Majapahit. He then traveled to Sumatra and Melaka and across the
Indian Ocean to Ceylon and Calicut. No sooner had Zheng He returned to China in the
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autumn of 1407 than Yongle dispatched him on another voyage. Yongle had recently
launched his invasion of Vietnam, and the purpose of the second voyage was to curtail
Ayudhya’s aggression and establish a Chinese presence at strategic ports such as Melaka
along the Straits of Sumatra. Altogether Yongle commissioned six expeditions under
Zheng He's command. During the fourth and subsequent voyages, Zheng He sailed be-
yond India to Arabia and down the east coast of Africa.

The projection of Chinese power over the sea-lanes of maritime Asia led to far-
reaching economic and political changes. The close relations Zheng He forged with rulers
of port cities strengthened their political independence and promoted their commercial
growth. Under the umbrella of Chinese protection, Melaka flourished as the great cross-
roads of Asian maritime trade.

The high cost of building and equipping the treasure ships depleted the Ming trea-
sury, however, and after Yongles death in 1424, Confucian ministers at the Ming court
prevailed on his young successor to halt the naval expeditions. In 1430, Yongle’s successor
nonetheless overcame bureaucratic opposition and dispatched Zheng He on yet another
voyage, his seventh. After traveling once again to Africa, Zheng died during his return
home. With the passing of the renowned admiral, enthusiasm for the expeditions evapo-
rated. Moreover, the Ming court faced a new threat: a resurgent Mongol confederation in
the north. In 1449 a foolish young Ming emperor led a military campaign against the
Mongols, only to be taken captive. The Ming court obtained the emperor’s release by pay-
ing a huge ransom, but its strategic priorities had been completely transformed. Turning
its back on the sea, the Ming state devoted its energies and revenues to rebuilding the Great
Wall, much of which had crumbled to dust, as a defense against further Mongol at-
tacks. The Great Wall that survives today was largely constructed by the Ming dynasty.

The shift in Chinese policy did not mean the end of Chinese involvement in maritime
trade. Chinese merchants continued to pursue trading opportunities in defiance of the
imperial ban on private overseas commerce. Even though Muslim merchants dominated
Asian maritime commerce, Chinese merchant colonies dotted the coasts of Southeast Asia.
Melaka’s rulers converted to Islam but welcomed merchants from every corner of Asia.
The population probably reached one hundred thousand before Melaka was sacked by the
Portuguese in 1511. The Portuguese, like the Chinese before them, were drawn to South-
east Asian waters by the tremendous wealth created by maritime trade. Spurred by the
growing European appetite for Asian spices, the violent intrusion of the Portuguese would
transform the dynamics of maritime trade throughout Asia.

Commerce and Culture in the Renaissance

European expansion in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries was preceded and influ-
enced by a period of dramatic cultural change. The century after the outbreak of the Black
Death marked the beginning of a sweeping transformation in European culture known as the
Renaissance. In its narrow sense Renaissance (French for “rebirth”) refers to the revival of
ancient Greek and Roman philosophy, art, and literature that originated in fourteenth-century
Italy. Scholars rediscovered classical learning and began to emulate the language and ideas of
Greek and Roman philosophers and poets; these individuals became known as humanists, stu-
dents of the liberal arts or humanities. The new intellectual movement of humanism
combined classical learning with Christian piety and dedication to civic responsibilities.

At the same time the Renaissance inaugurated dramatic changes in the self-image and
lifestyle of the wealthy. The new habits of luxurious living and magnificent display di-
verged sharply from the Christian ethic of frugality. Innovations in material culture and
aesthetic values reflected crucial changes in the Italian economy and its relationship to the
international trading world of the Mediterranean and beyond. These transformations in
turn led to a reorientation of Europe away from Asia and toward the Atlantic world.

The Black Death had hit the Italian city-states especially hard. Some contemporary
observers claimed that the pandemic had radically reshaped the social order. Although

The Last of the
Treasure Fleets

Italy’s Economic
Transformation




A Culture of Consumption
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artisan guilds became a powerful force in urban government for a time in Florence, Siena,
and other cities, over the long term the patrician elite of wealthy merchants and landown-
ers reasserted their oligarchic control. The rich became richer, and status and power were
increasingly measured in visible signs of wealth.

Still, the economies of the Italian city-states underwent fundamental transformation. Di-
minishing profits from trade with the Islamic world prompted many Italian merchants to
abandon commerce in favor of banking. Squeezed out of the eastern Mediterranean by the
Turks and Venetians, Genoa turned its attention westward. Genoese bankers became finan-
ciers to the kings of Spain and Portugal and supplied the funds for their initial forays into the
Atlantic in search of new routes to African gold and Asian spices. European monarchs’ grow-
ing reliance on professional armies, naval fleets, and gunpowder weapons also stimulated de-
mand for banking services, forcing them to borrow money to meet the rising costs of war.

Italy became the primary producer of luxury goods for Europe, displacing the Islamic
world and Asia. Before 1400, Islamic craftsmanship had far surpassed that of Latin Chris-
tendom. The upper classes of Europe paid handsome sums to obtain silk and linen fabrics,
ceramics, rugs, glass, metalwork, and jewelry imported from the Mamluk Empire. “The
most beautiful things in the world are found in Damascus,” wrote Simone Sigoli, a Floren-
tine who visited the city in 1386. “Such rich and noble and delicate works of every kind
that if you had money in the bone of your leg, without fail you would break it to buy these
things. . . . Really, all Christendom could be supplied for a year with the merchandise of
Damascus””® But the Black Death, Timur’s invasions, and Mamluk mismanagement dev-
astated industry and commerce in Egypt and Syria. According to a census of workshops in
Alexandria recorded in 1434, the number of looms operating in the city had fallen to eight
hundred, compared with fourteen thousand in 1395.

Seizing the opportunity these developments created, Italian entrepreneurs first imitated
and then improved on Islamic techniques and designs for making silk, tin-glazed ceramics
known as maiolica (my-OH-lee-kah), glass, and brassware. By 1450 these Italian products had
become competitive with or eclipsed imports from Egypt and Syria. Italian firms captured the
major share of the international market for luxury textiles and other finished goods, and the Is-
Jamic lands were reduced to being suppliers of raw materials such as silk, cotton, and dyestuffs.

Along with Italy’s ascent in finance and manufacturing came a decisive shift in atti-
tudes toward money and its use. The older Christian ethics of frugality and disdain for
worldly gain gave way to prodigal spending and consumption. This new inclination for
acquisition and display cannot be attributed simply to the spread of secular humanism.
Indeed, much of this torrent of spending was lavished on religious art and artifacts, and
the Roman papacy stood out as perhaps the most spendthrift of all. Displaying personal
wealth and possessions affirmed social status and power. Civic pride and political rivalry
fueled public spending to build and decorate churches and cathedrals. Rich townsmen
transformed private homes into palaces, and artisans fashioned ordinary articles of every-
day life—from rugs and furniture to dishes, books, and candlesticks—into works of art.
Public piety blurred together with personal vanity. Spending money on religious monu-
ments, wrote the fifteenth-century Florentine merchant Giovanni Rucellai (ROO-chel-lie)
in his diary, gave him “the greatest satisfaction and the greatest pleasure, because it serves
the glory of God, the honor of Florence, and my own memory.”?

“Magnificence” became the watchword of the Renaissance. Wealthy merchants and
members of the clergy portrayed themselves as patrons of culture and learning. Their private
townhouses became new settings for refined social intercourse and conspicuous display.
Magnificence implied the liberal spending and accumulation of possessions that advertised a
person’s virtue, taste, and place in society. “The magnificence of a building,” the architect
Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472) declared, “should be adapted to the dignity of its owner”!!
Worldly goods gave tangible expression to spiritual refinement. The paintings of Madonnas
and saints that graced Renaissance mansions were much more than objects of devotion: they
were statements of cultural and social values. Thus, as with Islam in West Africa, changes in
commerce and culture were closely linked. New commercial wealth created an expanded
market for art, which was in turn shaped by the values associated with commerce.
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Again, as with Islam in West Africa, the intellectual ferment of the Renaissance was ~ Cultural Innovations
nurtured in an urban environment. Humanist scholars shunned the warrior culture of the
old nobility while celebrating the civic roles and duties of townsmen, merchants, and cler-
ics. Despite their admiration of classical civilization, the humanists did not reject Christi-
anity. Rather, they sought to reconcile Christian faith and doctrines with classical learning.

By making knowledge of Latin and Greek, history, poetry, and philosophy the mark of an
educated person, the humanists transformed education and established models of school-
ing that would endure down to modern times.

Nowhere was the revolutionary impact of the Renaissance felt more deeply than in vi- |
sual arts such as painting, sculpture, and architecture. Artists of the Renaissance exuded su-
preme confidence in the ability of human ingenuity to equal or even surpass the works of |
nature. The new outlook was exemplified by the development of the techniques of perspec-
tive, which artists used to convey a realistic, three-dimensional quality to physical forms,
most notably the human body. Human invention also was capable of improving on nature
by creating order and harmony through architecture and urban planning. Alberti advocated
replacing the winding narrow streets and haphazard construction of medieval towns with
! planned cities organized around straight boulevards, open squares, and monumental build-
ings whose balanced proportions corresponded to a geometrically unified design.

Above all, the Renaissance transformed the idea of the artist. No longer mere manual
tradesmen, artists now were seen as possessing a special kind of genius that enabled them
to express a higher understanding of beauty. In the eyes of contemporaries, no one exem-
plified this quality of genius more than Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), who won renown
as a painter, architect, sculptor, engineer, mathematician, and inventor. Leonardo’s father,
a Florentine lawyer, apprenticed him to a local painter at age eighteen. Leonardo spent
much of his career as a civil and military engineer in the employ of the Duke of Milan, and
developed ideas for flying machines, tanks, robots, and solar power that far exceeded the
engineering capabilities of his time. Leonardo sought to apply his knowledge of natural
science to painting, which he regarded as the most sublime art (see Seeing the Past: Leonardo
da Vinci’s Virgin of the Rocks).

The flowering of artistic creativity in the Renaissance was rooted in the rich soil of Italy’s
commercial wealth and nourished by the flow of goods from the Islamic world and Asia. In-
ternational trade also invigorated industrial and craft production across maritime Asia and
gave birth there to new patterns of material culture and consumption. In Japan, however,
growing isolation from these cross-cultural interactions fostered the emergence of a national
culture distinct from the Chinese traditions that dominated the rest of East Asia.

COUNTERPOINT
Age of the Samurai in Japan 11851450

In Japan as in Europe, the term Middle Ages brings to mind an age of war-
riors, a stratified society governed by bonds of loyalty between lords and How and why did the historical development
vassals. In Japan, however, the militarization of the ruling class intensified  of Japan in the fourteenth and fifteenth

during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, a time when the warrior  centuries differ from that of mainland Eurasia?
nobility of Europe was crumbling. Paradoxically, the rise of the samurai
(sah-moo-rye) (“those who serve”) warriors as masters of their own estates was accompa-
nied by the increasing independence of peasant communities.

In contrast to the regions explored earlier in this chapter, Japan became more isolated
from the wider world during this era. Commercial and cultural exchanges with China reached
a peak in the thirteenth century, but after the failed Mongol invasion of Japan in 1281, ties with
continental Asia became increasingly frayed. Thus, many Japanese see this era as the period in

samurai Literally, “those who
serve”; the hereditary warriors
who dominated Japanese soci-

which Japan's unique national identity—expressed most distinctly in the ethic of bushidé (boo- gty and culture from the twelfth
shee-doe), the “Way of the Warrior"—took its definitive form. Samurai warriors became the  to the nineteenth centuries.




Virgin of the Rocks, c. 1483-1486
(Erich Lessing/Art Resource.)

While living in Milan in the early 1480s, Leonardo accepted
a commission to paint an altarpiece for the chapel of Milan's
Confraternity of the Immaculate Conception, a branch of the
Franciscan order. Leonardo’s relationship with the friars
proved to be stormy. His first version of the painting (now in
the Louvre), reproduced here, apparently displeased his
patrons and was sold to another party. Only after a fifteen-
year-long dispute over the price did Leonardo finally deliver
a modified version in 1508.

In portraying the legendary encounter between the child
Jesus and the equally young John the Baptist during the flight
to Egypt, Leonardo replaced the traditional desert setting with
a landscape filled with rocks, plants, and water. Leonardo’s
dark grotto creates an aura of mystery and foreboding, from
which the figures of Mary, Jesus, John, and the angel Uriel
emerge as if in a vision. A few years before, Leonardo had writ-
ten about “coming to the entrance of a great cavern, in front of
which | stood for some time, stupefied and uncomprehending.
... Suddenly two things arose in me, fear and desire: fear of
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the menacing darkness of
the cavern; desire to see if
there was any marvelous
thing within.”!

Fantastic as the scene
might seem, Leonardo’s
meticulous renderings of
rocks and plants were
based on close observation
of nature. The Star of Beth-
lehem flowers at the lower
left of the painting, symbol-
izing purity and atonement,
also appear in the nearly
contemporaneous botani-
cal drawing shown here.
Geologists have praised
Leonardo’s highly realistic

NN RSN, SEERRRRE

Leonardo’s Botanical Studies with Star- sandstone rock formations
of-Bethlehem, Grasses, Crowfoot, Wood and his precise placement
Anemone, and Another Genus,

c. 1500-1506 (The Royal Collection ©® 2011 Her
Majesty Queen Elizabeth Il/Bridgeman Art Library.)

of plants where they would
most likely take root.

Masterpieces such as
the Virgin of the Rocks
display Leonardo’s careful study of human anatomy, natural
landscapes, and botany. Although he admired the perfec-
tion of nature, Leonardo also celebrated the human mind’s
rational and aesthetic capacities, declaring that “we by our
arts may be called the grandsons of God.”?

1. Arundel ms. (British Library), p. 115 recto, cited in Martin Kemp,
Leonardo da Vinci: The Marvelous Works of Nature and Man
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 78.

2. John Paul Richter, ed., The Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci (rpt.
of 1883 ed.; New York: Dover, 1970), Book IX, 328 (para. 654).

EXAMINING THE
EVIDENCE

1. How does Leonardo express the connection
between John (at left) and Jesus through position,
gesture, and their relationships with the figures of
Mary and the angel Uriel?

2. The friars who commissioned the painting sought to
celebrate the sanctity and purity of their patron, the
Virgin Mary. Does this painting achieve that effect?
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patrons of new forms of cultural expression whose character differed markedly from the Chi-
nese traditions cherished by the old Japanese nobility. A culture based on warriors, rather than
Confucian scholars, created a different path for the development of Japanese society.

“The Low Overturning the High”

During the Kamakura period (1185-1333), the power of the shogun, or military ruler, of
eastern Japan was roughly in balance with that of the imperial court and nobility at Kyoto
in the west. Warriors dominated both the shogun’s capital at Kamakura (near modern
Tokyo) and provincial governorships, but most of the land remained in the possession of
the imperial family, the nobility, and religious institutions based in Kyoto. The shoguns
appointed low-ranking samurai among their retainers to serve as military stewards on
local estates, with responsibility for keeping the peace.

After the collapse of the Kamakura government in 1333, Japan was wracked by civil
wars. In 1336 a new dynasty of shoguns, the Ashikaga (ah-shee-KAH-gah), came to power
in Kyoto. Unlike the Kamakura shoguns, the Ashikaga aspired to become national rulers.
Yet not until 1392 did the Ashikaga shogunate gain uncontested political supremacy, and
even then it exercised only limited control over the provinces and local samurai.

In the Kamakura period, the samurai had been vassals subordinated to warrior clans to
whom they owed allegiance and service. But wartime disorder and Ashikaga rule eroded the
privileges and power of the noble and monastic landowners. Most of their estates fell into the
hands of local samurai families, who formed alliances known as ikki (“single resolve”) to pre-
serve order. The ikki brotherhoods signed pacts pledging common arbitration of disputes, joint
management of local shrines and festivals, and mutual aid against outside aggressors.

Just as samurai were turning themselves into landowners, peasants banded together
in village associations to resist demands for rents and labor service from

Rise of the Samurai

their new samurai overlords. These village associations began to assert a
right to self-government, claiming legal powers formerly held by the
noble estate owners.

Like the ikki leagues, villages and districts created their own autono-
mous governments, Their charters expressed resistance to outside control
while requiring strict conformity to the collective will of the community.
As one village council declared, “Treachery, malicious gossip, or criminal
acts against the village association will be punished by excommunication
from the estate”'? Qutraged lords bewailed this reversal of the social hi-
erarchy, “the low overturning the high,” but found themselves powerless
to check the growing independence of peasant communities.

The political strength of the peasants reflected their rising eco-
nomic fortunes. Japan's agrarian economy improved substantially
with the expansion of irrigated rice farming. The village displaced the
manorial estate as the basic institution of rural society. Rural traders,
mostly drawn from the affluent peasantry, formed merchant guilds

Japan, 1185-1392

PACIFIC
OCEAN

and obtained commercial privileges from local authorities. Japan in

the fifteenth century had little involvement in foreign trade, and there were few cities
apart from the metropolis of Kyoto, which had swelled to 150,000 inhabitants by mid-
century. Yet the prosperity of the agrarian economy generated considerable growth in
artisan crafts and trade in local goods.

The New Warrior Order

After the founding of the Ashikaga shogunate, provincial samurai swarmed the streets of
Kyoto seeking the new rulers’ patronage. Their reckless conduct prompted the shoguns to
issue regulations forbidding samurai to possess silver swords, wear fine silk clothing, gam-
ble, stage tea-drinking competitions, and consort with loose women—to little effect. In
this world of “the low overturning the high,” warriors enjoyed newfound wealth while
much of the old nobility was reduced to abject poverty.

shogun The military com-
mander who effectively exer-
cised supreme political and
military authority over Japan
during the Kamakura (1185-
1333), Ashikaga (1338-1573),
and Tokugawa (1603-1868)
shogunates.
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Night Attack on the
Sanjo Palace

The Heiji Revolt of 1159 marked
a key turning point in the shift
from aristocratic to warrior rule
in Japan. This scene from a
thirteenth-century scroll
painting depicts the samurai
rebels storming the imperial
palace and taking the emperor
hostage. Although the leaders
of the insurrection Were
captured and executed, the
revolt plunged Japan into civil
wars that ended only when the
Kamakura shogun seized power

in 1185. (Werner Forman/Art
Resource.)

Cultural and Social Life
of the Samurai

While derided by courtiers as uneducated and boorish, the shoguns and samurai be-
came patrons of artists and cultural life. The breakdown of the traditional social hierarchy
allowed greater intermingling among people from diverse backgrounds. By the early fif-
teenth century the outlandish antics of the capital’s samurai had been tempered by a new
sense of elegance and refinement. The social and cultural worlds of the warriors and cour-
tiers merged, producing new forms of social behavior and artistic expression.

In the early years of the Ashikaga shogunate, the capital remained infatuated with
Chinese culture. As the fourteenth century wore on, however, this fascination with
China was eclipsed by new fashions drawn from both the court nobility and Kyoto's
lively world of popular entertainments. Accomplishment in poetry and graceful lan-
guage and manners, hallmarks of the courtier class, became part of samurai self-identity
as well. A new mood of simplicity and restraint took hold, infused with the ascetic ethics
of Zen Buddhism, which stressed introspective meditation as the path to enlightenment.

The sensibility of the Ashikaga age was visible in new kinds of artistic display and per-
formance, including poetry recitation, flower arrangement, and the complex rituals of the
tea ceremony. A new style of theater known as no reflected this fusion of courtly refine-
ment, Zen religious sentiments, and samurai cultural tastes. The lyrical language and styl-
ized dances of no performances portrayed samurai as men of feeling rather than ferocious
warriors. Thus, the rise of warrior culture in Japan did not mean an end to sophistication
and refinement. It did, however, involve a strong focus on cultural elements that were seen
as distinctly Japanese.

In at least one area, developments in Japan mirrored those in other parts of the world.
The warriors’ dominance over Ashikaga society and culture led to a decisive shift toward
patriarchal authority. Women lost rights of inheritance as warrior houses consolidated
landholdings in the hands of one son who would continue the family line. Marriage and
sexual conduct were subject to stricter regulation. The libertine sexual mores of the Japa-
nese aristocracy depicted in Lady Murasaki’s Tale of Genji (c. 1010) gave way to a new
emphasis on female chastity as an index of social order. The profuse output of novels,
memoirs, and diaries written by court women also came to an end by 1350. Aristocratic
women continued to hold positions of responsibility at court, but their literary talents
were devoted to keeping official records rather than expressing their personal thoughts.

By 1400, then, the samurai had achieved political mastery in both the capital and the
countryside and had eclipsed the old nobility as arbiters of cultural values. This warrior
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culture, which combined martial prowess with austere aesthetic tastes, stood in sharp con-
trast to the veneration of Confucian learning by the Chinese literati and the classical ideals
and ostentatious consumption prized by the urban elite of Renaissance Italy.

Conclusion

The fourteenth century was an age of crisis across Eurasia and Africa. The population losses
resulting from the Black Death devastated Christian and Muslim societies and economies. In
the long run Latin Christendom fared well: the institution of serfdom largely disappeared
from western Europe; new entrepreneurial energies were released; and the Italian city-states
recovered their commercial vigor and stimulated economic revival in northern Europe.
However, the once-great Byzantine Empire succumbed to the expanding Ottoman Empire
and, under fire by Urban’s cannon, came to an end in 1453. Although the Ottoman conquest
of the Balkan peninsula threatened Latin Christendom, the central Islamic lands, from Egypt
to Mesopotamia, never regained their former economic vitality. Still, the Muslim faith con-
tinued to spread, winning new converts in Africa, Central Asia, and Southeast Asia.

The fourteenth century also witnessed the collapse of the Mongol empires in China and
Iran, followed by the rise and fall of the last of the Mongol empires, that of Timur. In China, the
Ming dynasty spurned the Mongol vision of a multinational empire, instead returning to an
imperial order based on an agrarian economy, bureaucratic rule, and Neo-Confucian values.
New dynastic leaders in Korea and Vietnam imitated the Ming model, but in Japan the rising
samurai warrior class forged a radically different set of social institutions and cultural values.

The Black Death redirected the course of European state-making. Monarchs strength-
ened their authority, aided by advances in military technology, mercenary armies, and fresh
sources of revenue. The intensifying competition among national states would become one
of the main motives for overseas exploration and expansion in the Atlantic world. At the
same time, the great transformation in culture, lifestyles, and values known as the Renais-
sance sprang from the ruin of the Black Death. But the Renaissance was not purely an intel-
lectual and artistic phenomenon. Its cultural innovations were linked to crucial changes in
the Italian economy and the international trading world of the Mediterranean and beyond.

Asia was largely spared the ravages of the Black Death pandemic. Maritime Asia, from
China to the east coast of Africa, enjoyed a robust boom in trade during the fifteenth cen-
tury, in contrast to the sluggish economic recovery in much of Europe and the Islamic
world. The intrusion of the Portuguese into the Indian Ocean in 1498 would upset the bal-
ance of political and economic power throughout Asian waters and dramatically alter
Asias place in what became the first truly global economy. But the arrival of the Europe-
ans would have far more catastrophic effects on the societies of the Americas, which were
unprepared for the political and economic challenges—and especially the onslaught of
epidemic disease—that followed Columbus’s landing in the Caribbean islands in 1492.
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The major global development in this chapter » Crisis and recovery
in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Afro-Eurasia.
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW
QUESTIONS

1. How and why did Europe’s economic growth begin
to surpass that of the Islamic world in the century
after the Black Death?

. Did the economic revival across Eurasia after 1350
benefit the peasant populations of Europe, the
Islamic world, and East Asia?

. How did the process of conversion to Islam differ in
Iran, the Ottoman Empire, West Africa, and
Southeast Asia during this period?

. What political and economic changes contributed to
the rise of maritime commerce in Asia during the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries?
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1378

Ciompi uprising in Florence

1381

Peasant Revolt in England

1392-1910

Yi dynasty in Korea
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Death of Timur; breakup of his
empire into regional states in
Iran and Central Asia

1405-1433

Chinese admiral Zheng He's
expeditions in Southeast Asia
and the Indian Ocean

1421

Relocation of Ming capital from
Nanjing to Beijing

1428-1788

Le dynasty in Vietnam

1453

Ottoman conquest of
Constantinople marks fall of the
Byzantine Empire

SECTION FOCUS
QUESTIONS

1. How did the Black Death affect society, the econ-
omy, and culture in Latin Christendom and the
Islamic world?

. Why did Islam expand dramatically in the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries, and how did new
Islamic societies differ from established ones?

. What were the principal sources of growth in
international trade during the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, and how did this trade affect
patterns of consumption and fashion tastes?

. How and why did the historical development of
Japan in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries differ
from that of mainland Eurasia?
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MAKING
CONNECTIONS

1. What social, economic, and technological changes
strengthened the power of European monarchs
during the century after the Black Death?

. How and why did the major routes and commodi-
ties of trans-Eurasian trade change after the collapse
of the Mongol empires in Central Asia?

. In what ways did the motives for conversion to
Islam differ in Central Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and
the Indian Ocean during this era?

. In this period, why did the power and status of the
samurai warriors in Japan rise while those of the
warrior nobility in Europe declined?




