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England in the middle ages

Middle Ages refers to a period in time in English (and European) history from about the 5th to the 15th centuries. It is difficult for us to understand how much religion meant to people even a century or two ago. Frequent diseases, famines and wars meant that people died younger, and they worried about death a lot. They looked for a purpose and meaning in life and found it in religion. 

For example, in England about a thousand years ago, every day farmers working in the fields heard the church's bells and saw its tower rising above their huts. In that stone church they had been baptised and been married, and in its grounds they would be buried after their death. On Sundays and holy-days everyone attended the mass which was in Latin. Few worshippers understood the words but their strangeness must have increased their awe and wonder.

To a humble peasant or tradesman, living in a cramped and smelly hut, the spacious and peaceful church must have seemed like another world. As he stood or knelt on the stone floor, statues, carvings and colourful wall paintings reminded him of heaven and hell.

The role of religion

The priest lived alone, since church law forbade him from marrying. He was expected to visit the sick and help the poor. He could teach people a few simple prayers. If he was sufficiently educated he taught Latin to a few boys and trained them to help him. In time some of these pupils might become priests.

To support himself the priest charged fees for baptisms, weddings and burials. In a village he would have some farm land, and he also took a tithe (one-tenth) of everyone's produce. Most of this went to the bishop of the diocese (a large area in which the parish of the church was), only about a quarter stayed in the village. In a town craftsmen and traders paid a tenth of the value of goods which they made or sold. The bishop's church was usually called a cathedral because it had his cathedra (throne).

At first the bishops lived quietly and simply. Over centuries the Catholic church grew rich and became the largest landowner in Europe, collecting its own taxes and making its own laws. Bishops were the chief tenants of the king, some were even appointed ambassadors to foreign courts. Their grand style of living put them out of touch with the humble priest and his parish.In his small local village, the priest would offer education.

Religion and education

Education, in the sense of book learning, was entirely in the hands of the Church. Teachers were priests and monks. The word “clerk” meant both a churchman and a person who could read and write. There were no schools, but rich parents hired churchmen as private tutors to their children. Some rich families sent their daughters as nuns to convents, after their education they would return to the family. 

Education often only meant good manners and the ability to ride, hunt and fight. More advanced was the learning of Latin in a “grammar school”, which was attached to a large church or cathedral. These were intended for students learning to be monks, but others were also taught.

The syllabus

Classes began soon after sunrise and went on for around nine hours, on all days of the week. Only Sunday afternoons were off. There was no history, geography, science or anything like we have today. All the time was spent reading, writing and speaking Latin. 

Books were scarce and expensive because they were all handwritten. Some books were beautifully illustrated with great attention to the smallest details. This was especially so when the book that was being copied was the Bible, which is the holy book of the Christians. A beautifully delicate illustration from the Lindisfarne Gospels,

 an illuminated manuscript written around 700 AD at Lindisfarne in England (now on display in the British Library in

 London) is shown on the cover page.

Because books were expensive, they were often chained to the shelves in the library! One such shelf of chained books is shown in the picture on the front inside cover. In fact, in school the teacher might have one book and the pupils had to learn everything by heart. If they did not pay attention they were beaten with a cane. The most common cane was acually a branch of the birch tree, as can be seen from the picture. It was believed that caning children was the best way to prevent them from making mistakes. In spite of what seems to us so terrible today, many boys grew to love learning. After mastering Latin they went on to study arithmetic, geometry and astronomy. 

Advanced subjects like religion, law and medicine were taught in very few towns, which became famous as centres of learning. This was how the universities of Oxford and Cambridge started, more than 800 years ago. Students came from far and wide to study there. They had to find a place to stay and look after themselves in a strange town. 

Even these scholars were not encouraged to think for themselves, or to find out more about the world. Whatever the ancient Greeks or Romans said was taken to be the truth. One of the first people to criticise this attitude was an Oxford scholar and teacher called Roger Bacon, who lived from 1210 to 1290 CE. His beliefs got him into trouble with the Church, he was imprisoned in 1272. For example, he believed that one day there would be mechanically driven ships and 

flying machines piloted by human beings!
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