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Famine, Plague, and Recovery, c. 1300–1500

TIMELINE 12.3 Western Christianity, 1300–1500
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1378 Papal Schism 1415
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St. Catherine
of Siena

c. 1375
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Brothers and Sisters
of the Common Life

c. 1450
1431–1449
Council of
Basel

1486
Publication of
Malleus Maleficarum
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Council of Constance
(Execution of
John Hus in 1415)

developed chivalry to a point of unparalleled—some would say, excessive—reﬁnement
and splendor: shining armor, elaborate tournaments, ornate costumes, chivalric brotherhoods, and vividly colored banners and coats of arms.
All told, these strategies achieved their purpose. The late medieval aristocracy
had less power over people, less control over the composition of their status group, and
less military importance than before, but it remained a wealthy, well-born, and ﬁrmly
entrenched elite. Aristocrats even retained much of their military importance, despite
all the changes in weapons, armies, and battle strategies. The cavalry charge would
continue as an important tactic in European warfare for centuries to come.

L

ATE

MEDIEVAL CHRISTIANITY

Any disease that kills one of every three people is likely to affect religious practices, and
this was certainly true of the Great Plague. Although Church ofﬁcers responded vigorously to the disease, organizing penitential processions and urging prayer, many religious responses to the plague—such as the hysterical attacks that Christians launched
against Jews—were beyond the Church’s control. And, in quite a few cases, panicked
people cast angry eyes at the Church. Why had the Church not warned the faithful of
God’s great anger? Why were clergy dying in even greater numbers than the laity? Why
were some priests deserting their parishioners, leaving them to die without last rites or
hope of proper burial? Anti-clericalism, already strong in the thirteenth century, grew
exceptionally strong after the Great Plague. In the fourteenth and ﬁfteenth centuries, the
Church faced serious threats to its credibility and power.
Yet late medieval Christianity was marked by vibrancy as well as crisis (see
Timeline 12.3). This was a time of intense and innovative expressions of Christian
piety, especially as focused on the Eucharist and particularly the Host (or consecrated
bread). Eucharistic devotion was not new, for it was common among thirteenth-century
beguines. But it reached new heights in late medieval celebrations of the feast of Corpus
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