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by now bilingual, and the author of an English romance written early in
fourteenth century declares that he has seen many nobles who cannot speak
French. Children of the nobility and the merchant class were now learning
French as a second language. By the 1360s the linguistic, political, and cul-
tral climate had been prepared for the flowering of Middle English litera-
ture in the writings of Chaucer, Gower, Langland, and the Gawain poet.

The Fourteenth Century
War and disease were prevalent throughout the Middle Ages but never more
devastatingly than during the fourteenth century. In the wars against France,
the gains of two spectacular English victories, at Crécy in 1346 and Poitiers
in 1356, were gradually frittered away in futile campaigns that ravaged the
French countryside without obtaining any clear advantage for the English. In
1348 the first and most virulent epidemic of the bubonic plague—the Black
Death—swept Europe, wiping out a quarter to a third of the population. The
toll was higher in crowded urban centers. Giovanni Boccaccio's description
of the plague in Florence, with which he introduces the Decameron, vividly
portrays its ravages: “So many corpses would arrive in front of a church every
day and at every hour that the amount of holy ground for burials was cer-
tainly insufficient for the ancient custom of giving each body its individual
place; when all the graves were full, huge trenches were dug in all of the
cemeteries of the churches and into them the new arrivals were dumped by
the hundreds; and they were packed in there with dirt, one on top of another,
like a ship's cargo, until the trench was filled.” The resulting scarcity of labor
anda sudden expansion of the possibilities for social mobility fostered popular
discontent. In 1381 attempts to enforce wage controls and to collect oppres-
sive new taxes provoked a rural uprising in Essex and Kent that dealt a pro-
found shock to the English ruling class. The participants were for the most
part tenant farmers, day laborers, apprentices, and rural workers not attached
to the big manors. A few of the lower clergy sided with the rebels against their
wealthy church superiors; the priest John Ball was among the leaders. The
movement was quickly suppressed, but not before sympathizers in London
had admitted the rebels through two city gates, which had been barred
against them. The insurgents burned down the palace of the hated duke of
Lancaster, and they summarily beheaded the archbishop of Canterbury and
the treasurer of England, who had taken refuge in the Tower of London. The
Church had become the target of popular resentment because it was amon
the greatest of the oppressive landowners and because of the wealth, wuﬂd]‘g
s and venality of many of the higher e
. These calamities and upheavals nevertheless did not
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