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Chapter 14

TIMELINE 14.1
Great Famine
(1315–1322)

345

Diversity and Dynamism in Culture, c. 1300–1500

Cultural Change, 1300–1500

Great Plague
(1347–1349)

Fall of
Constantinople
(1453)

Papal Schism
(1378–1415)

Conquest of
Granada
(1492)

1300

1500

1304
1313

1374
Francesco Petrarch
Giovanni Boccaccio
1375
1340
Geoffrey Chaucer

1400

Christine de Pisan

1364

1430

1266 Giotto di Bondone 1337
1385
1386

Jan van Eyck
1440
Donatello

1466

1285 William of Ockham 1349
1401

c. 1313–1321
The Divine Comedy

c. 1375
Piers Plowman

1348
University of Prague

Nicholas of Cusa
1464
Marsilio Ficino
1433

1499

1409
University of Leipzig

c. 1387–1400
The Canterbury Tales

1476
Hans Behem’s
Visions and Death

anti-clericalism and intense faith, old styles and new experiments—and the result was
dynamic, exciting, and immensely inﬂuential for the future.

L

ITERACY AND

VERNACULAR LANGUAGES

As we saw in Chapter 7 a great expansion in education began in the eleventh century,
with the proliferation of municipal schools, cathedral schools, and ﬁnally, universities.
In the fourteenth and ﬁfteenth centuries, this expansion continued, and it particularly
broadened the base of literate Europeans. In other words, institutions of higher learning
continued to expand in the Later Middle Ages (for example, universities were established in Prague in 1348, Vienna in 1365, Heidelberg in 1385, Cracow in 1397, Leipzig
in 1409, and St. Andrews in 1412), but even more important was the proliferation of
basic schools that offered young boys—and sometimes young girls—a practical education in reading, writing, and arithmetic. In Florence just before the Great Plague, about
600 boys went to grammar schools where they studied a traditional curriculum that
prepared them for legal and ecclesiastical careers, or possibly for further study at universities. They studied in Latin, then the only language considered to have rules (or
grammar). Twice as many Florentine boys went to schools where they learned to calculate on the abacus, to keep accounts, and to read and write in the Tuscan vernacular.
These boys were preparing for careers as merchants, artisans, or clerks, not as lawyers
or churchmen—and their vernacular education was growing more common.
Over the course of the fourteenth and ﬁfteenth centuries, many towns in both
northern and southern Europe founded vernacular schools for their children. Some
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