 d d H yper m ed! a




From the Parchment Codex to the
Printing Press: The Sacred Word and
the Rise and Fall of Medieval Theocracy

In 1212, Pope Innocent [II—without a military force of his
own— orchestrated a great coalition of western European princes designed
to oust Otte IV of Brunswick as King of Germany and halt his bid for he-
gemony over ltaly by installing Frederick I (Innocent’s ward) in his place.
Carrving out the Pope’s bidding was Philip Augustus of France, who soundly
defeated Otto’s forces at the battle of Boivines in 1214. During the same
period, Innocent became embroiled in a lengthy dispute with King John of
England over the election of Stephen Langton, Innocent’s appointment to
the see of Canterbury. Although King John was initially hostile and recal-
citrant, Innocent suspended church services throughout England and, turn-
ing again to Philip Augustus for help, threatened the invasion of England.
Bowed under the awesome putative power of the Papacy, John not only
conceded to the appointment of Langton as archbishop, but also recognized
Innocent as his own feudal overlord.! The controversy resembled another
instance 150 years earlier when a dispute between Pope Gregory VII and
German King Henry IV over ecclesiastical appointments resulted in a Papal
Bull of excommunication, which effectively freed Henry's subjects from
their oath of fealty to him. The King’s support rapidly diminished, and the
once-powerful Henry was forced to seek absolution from Gregory—a hu-
miliating defeat borne not of superior military force, but overwhelming
moral authority.? The suasive power of successive popes in this respect is
perhaps best evidenced by the ongoing series of military crusades called for
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Iy The Church against other civilizations, which were then undertaken will-
migly by princes, knights, and commoners.*

These illustrations all exemplify the power of the Roman Catholic
Clarch over, and penclration inlo, secular authority during its zenith in the
ITigh Middle Ages. From the perspective of much of mainsteam Interna-
tional Relations theorizing it is truly a remarkable anomaly that with no
private army of its own, and initially no great material wealth, the small
bishopric of Rome could cventually develop into “the mos! puwerful fcudal
court in Lutope, receiving oaths of allegianee from princes and kings, cx-
acling taxes and interfering in affaics of state throughout Christendom. .. "
The Church was the onc institution that siraddled all of the competing,
cross-cutting jurisdictions of medieval political anthority, and though its ef-
{ectiveness and dominance were more than once undermined by sccular
power or incompetent rule, from the cleventh to the thirteently ceuturies it
came close to unifving western Europe under a cenlralized “papal monar-
chy.” What explains the Church's predominance? According to Curran, ils
power cannol be understood without reference to *its early dominance over
institutional processes of ideological production that ercated and maintained
support for ils exercise of power”™ To understand the papacy, then, we must
also uudentand the mode of communication.

In this chapter, 1 provide a historical narrative of developments in com-
minnication iechnologies leading up to the development of the prinling press
in western Europe. The bulk of the chapler will be devoled to an exami-
nation of the way the Churcl’s hegemany over the medieval world order
was supported by the communications envivonmenl of the time. This ex-
amination will then set the stage for an overview of the development ol
printing and the change in that communiealions environmienl. The printing
press did not arrive on the Furopean scene like a flash in the dark, but was
the product uf slow, converging social pressures for more efficient commu-
nications. It tepresented a much wider ferment in western European society
as a whole, partially in response to the spiritual decline and growing secu-
larisin of the Roman Cathelic Church. The purpose of this chapter, then,
is to simate the change in the mode of communication in its historical
context —to underscure what 1 carlier called the “social ctiibeddedness™ of
technological innovation. The consequeuces for world order transformation
of this change in the communications envitonment will then Le laken up

*

in the ensuing lwo chapters.
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The Sanctity of the Written Word

. Language and communication arc such integral components of human
life that it is difficult to imagine a time without the ahstract smhols regularly
employed by huwans to convey meaning. Yet if we look back 35.000 vears
to the evolulionary juncture when modern humans displaced Nl:&ll‘ldf:l‘tyl‘lah‘:
and assume that human beings have heen able to communjcate the 5p0kc;~:
word in somc capacily since then, we must then ruove forward fo nearly
.32,000 years to find the point at which a crude form of writine was first
invented. Thus for imost of its time on Earth the modern l'|urn§n sp;ccic;s
was characterized by primitive orality. Of course, human beings had bceﬁ
drawing pictures and seratching marks as memery aids for millennia prior
fo the invention of wriling, bul these pictographs'and warkings cannot be
ilycluded as examples of true wrilten scripts, which do “not consist of mere
Pictures, of representations of things, but [are] representstion[s) of an witer-
ance, of words that someone siys or i imagined to say."” Most scripts have
their origins in and probablv evolved out of such graph}c arts. Thev certainly
depend on the same physical attributes: that is, the ability 1o rﬁanipulalc
,lm}s with an opposable thurub and coordinated hy the cvu: ear, and brair.?
I'he difference Tics in the degree to whicli the graphic) s'rslc:; of \\'ritin.
“succeeds in duplieating the Jinguistic one, that is, in the extent, first ogf
word-to-sign (semantic) correspondence and, secondly, of phonct)ic co)rrt'—
spondence.™ . |
' Thc. birst such written system that we know of was developed among the
!r*aunmnans in Musopatamia heginning around 3500 a.c. Archacological ev-
ltlcTwc snggesls this writing system evolved out of the use of clay tokens
which were used to record payments and inventories of erain following -l‘h‘L:
shilt l(? agricultural production at the beginning of the ;Icolirhic period.’®

A\ hoclety grew more complex and camc more to depend on the clay tokens
for facilileting transactions, the tokens thermselyes were dispensed with in
favor of two-dimensional symbols that correspooded to the three-
t.llnusnsional shapes of the tokeus. This first nodeciphered pictorial system
‘f“ll.l the city of Uruk IV is thought to have evolved gradually into the cu.-
I.I(‘“l'll‘l‘ﬂ (wedge-shaped) orthography used to write down the ]a:nauagc of the
hu}lfcri:ms around 3100 B.c.—the earlicst known system of m‘il:;n,tr. -

rllhcrc is a temptation in tracing the irapetus for the dcvclo;mcnl of
writing 1o reduce il solely 1o the functional imperatives of economics or
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in mi ' » reproduction of
urbanization, bul it is important 1o hear in mind that the lr(.plloduc 1 "o
ki 1gi avs heen closely associale
writing—whalever its ultimate origing—has al\n.a}e: th_n closely '1\5 <iale
with a spiritual clite Social anthropologists and histortans have unula fx
ith ¢ al clile. 0l historians ba -
rributed this association o the fragility of texts or mbl:.l:.,]wl;lch scem ?. av :
ing ic arged wi » preservation 0
vileg : Jerics who are charged with the prese
the privileging of a class of cleri Luith : ne
f-acrEd norms and rules.'! An even more compelling explanation pmz-l-{\
h 1C i . Rt 3 cap: i
lics in the point of view of those who first developed \xnlm.g' 1 L}ap’l :] '
that “could not be credited lo mete mortals. 12 Jt is not surprising, t wen, tha
: . Sl eribing shr their ongins 1n
rarly civilizabi ted with writing shrouded
most catly civilizations acquainted ing ded orgins 11
myths and Jegends, such as the Fgyptian god 1 ‘noth—' the cn.:?tor of \‘f:.ltl ;tgiw
Nor is it surprising that those charged with reproducing and interpreling f
h i “the mysterious powcer o
ered. ding 1o Gellner, “the mysterious p
word should be revered. According ‘ “the myst . "o
wriling in recording, transmitting, and freezing afhrmahox.n. ;m: Lt?mrg nes
soon endows il with an awe-nspiring prestige, and -i-auseza jtto [;;m e
ists. "1 ' :ric, as ¢ jan
i i ~cialists.* The priest or cleric, as cus
the authority of ritual specia tor cleric, 2 o
cacred text, is a mediator with the forces or Deily “beyond” and llulls achu.d
3 o . . X [ . . \ word —
an cmpowenment associated with the skill regnired to mlf.rprgt l‘:t_ W .
“ . T - . L suc i
2 general pattern found especially among religions of the Book, su
<= . s T
{slam, Judaism, and Christianity. | N “
L“,oking back fron the perspective of our own ime, when the \\lord'lflals
heen dissolved into an electronic code and copies are c];wap lijmli P E:ﬂ'(lll.llI ,
‘ { xlitself ¢ ¢ value
it is di wiate fully the way the text itselr could hds
it is difficult to appreciate tulls way . have vatne
bevond the words it coniains. Yet it is imporlant that we approadc\h tht; ! )
i .' < qershective + dist: ns
script culture of medieval Enrope from this perspective of the dist 121 O[}g:h
\ . 1 T . h . lf
of 1he sacted word for it helps to shed light on the prlvﬂ(‘g‘.d s'm. $ ‘r; .
medieval clergy. Similar to the position of ancient scribes n:ﬂoﬁhet\;u Jm_\.
L . Jans s word, and the “Yord was
i L Tadics were the guatdians of the word, an
medieval Church clerics were the g . : | ord wa»
Gaod.” As a religion of the Book, the Roeman Catholic Church carru_‘ld ;\Ll
man;' of the Sal;(-_' general atributes fonnd in other snch religions, 1!115 L‘)l ing
the vencration of the ward and the Teverence of those charged wnln ils e
roduction. One important pillac af Cluareh authority, then, was the p.m I
. i as guardi: : text in a
]I)u"cd position enjoyed by the literate clergy as guardmn‘s of the text fuﬂ
| . l 1 H A 1 ] b el ) 2
] ?{- oIy illiterate socicty. As Anderson puts i, *The astonishing PO“.U of the
e Jensible in terms of a trans-liuropean
papacy in ils noonday is only comprehensibic i " _ O e
in-writing clerisy onceplion of the world, shared Dy yirtuath
Lalin-writing clerisy, and a conceplion rld by virtually o
crvone, that the bilingual intelligentsia, by mediating between vern:
: . N L
and Lalin, mediated between earth and heaven.

Parchmeat to Printing

3

Consider, for example, the slalns of langnage during the carly lo High
Middle Ages. At this thme language and words were not generally conceived
of as arbitrary and thus interechangeable signs (as they are today), bul rather
channels to ontological lruth —emanations of realily rather than represen-
tations of it.’" The spoken and the written word were considered to be con-
tinoous with nalure, a belief reflecled in the view that the meanings of words
were ted to the things significd. This “Adamic” view of language sought
knowledge through finding the divinely ordained, natural homology be-
bween words and things that was set down following Creation by Adam.#

Michel Foucault describes how according to the Adamic view:

There is no difference hetween the visible marks that God has slamped
upon the snrface of the earth, so that we may know its inner scerets,
and the lepible words thal the Scriptnres ... have set down in the
books preserved for us by tradition. The relation of these texts is of the

sarne natnee as the telation to things: in both cases there aic signs that
must he discovered. '™

Accordingly, texts were considered sacred fonts of wisdom from a pure
past and an Other World — a heliel that often manifested ilself in worship of

the medium itself, to which was allributed metaphysical, quasi-magical pow-
ens. Nare Drogin explains:

Since God or the gods invented Ui alphabet — everyone belicved it to
be divine inspiration—the letlers were holy. Since it was letters that
formed words, the words were eqoally haly. In a lime when what was
holy was born of the miraculous and when the fne line between
mitacle and magic was dificult 1o discern, the Three terms could be

casily interchanged. Lellers and words were miraculous in origin and
lherclore were the stuff of magic.®

Pmgin notes how it was not nncommon to find the mingling of words

or texts in medicinal instroctions, such as the herbal mixtare called the holy
silve in which the person preparing the mix is directed lo write in it with a
spoon: “Matthew, Maik, Luke, and John." An cleventh-century inanuscript
(elvises palients prone ta fever Lo wear strips of parchment around thetr necks
ot which is to be written In the name of Our Lord, who was crucified
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under Pilate, PLEE YE FEVERS.™Y The mysterious powers attribuied 1o the
text help to explain the erusaders’ odd practice of wearing a parchiment scrol)
beneath their coats of mail, or having prayers and odd lelter combinations
mscribed on their weapons. Rituals such as these make sense only if the
person perdforming them is accultnrated into the belici that the word or text
hay a connection to the Divine. The exceptions to this rule are equally
instructive for in the very dehance of the sanctily of the word, they reveal
{he scope and depth of the norm. For examiple, in 1022 a group of herclies
were borned in Orleans lor referring 1o the clergy’s knowledge as homan
fabrications "wrillen on the skins of animials,” as opposed to what the herctics
believed was the “law written in the inner man by the Holy Spint.™#

Although the Roman Catholic Church's sharing of this genceral lendency
l[oond among other religions of the Book docs offer some insight into the
power and status of the medieval clergy, it docs not explain how the Chureh
arrived at this position from ib “obscure beginnings as a small persecuted
cammunily in the capilal of the Roman Empire,” ! nor how the Church’s
fortuncs were related to a specific technology of communication. Fora com-
prehensive explanation along these lines, we must trace the vagarics of the
modc of the communication following the collapse of the Roman Fmpire
in the fifth centory, As will be shown below, the Chureh s rise to prominence
was contingenl on a combination of forluitous circumstances in which we
conld melude the peculiarilies of the mode of commmunication, A variety of
other historical confingencies not so fortitous from the Church’s perspec-
tive then contrihuled to its demise.

The Rise and Fall of Medieval Theocracy

The internal disintegration of the Roman Empire in the fourth and filth
centuries, compounded by suceessive waves of “barbarian” invasions, left
mnch uf western Encope outside the bounds of Roman adminisiration.” In
its heyday, the Rorman Empire governed itself thiough the administration of
a literate burcaucracy among whom communications rested significantly on
light-weight papyrus rolls, casily transportahle on a highly efficient netwark
of roads.i* With the Fmpire’s demise, much of western Rurope returned to
a stale of primilive orality and personalized forms of rule characteristic of
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of St. Benedict and Cassiodors 10 the carly Middle .-‘\gea:, where the ,‘d.cz
of the monasticist scriptorium was outlined and book copying was p?rirr(.ll_yc.
ax 3 sacted act. Dactrines flowing from (hese bwo ﬁ.gl.ncs u}shllcd the ¢ oxl::
connection between the ability to read and the religious life of tll(:' mcmci
15 well as the cuitnral and spiritual importance of the conscn-allcig z:ln‘
transmmission of the wrilten word. “This meant tha.t the monasteTy nee r.. Hor
have the means—a library, a school, 2 scriplomur:—lhat quite m,llut;:l. _\..
made it an exclusive and culturally privileged place™ C?ne rc(1?oﬁ \.J\I‘n} ! It
monasleries thrived in the early Middle Ages was pr.r:msu\y ﬂ:m. exc uu;)r}
from the disorder of life outside. Ironically, theiz selE—unposcd 15.01:.1h§n also
acted as a magnet for those drawn lo jearning, for “the ].jenlcdwhnz rgon
astery alone, during the varly Middle Ages, had (he continly, thc‘ﬁc.. TJ,
lion,)thu library, and the substantial supply of teachers to serve as an eliechve
-ational institulion.™ .
Cdlf:1::31er reason why the monastic netwnrk thrived in the ca.rlj,-' E\{hddllc
Ages 1clates to a choice of media in the early history of.lhc Carholfc_(iwfc 1d
‘(he Roman Empire had deveinped a relalively cfﬁ.cwnl postal system fn
brreaucracy based mostly on the use of the light—\\'L.'lg.ht, br-u fmg]lc., pa];;) ms
rolls. B ;\rcl;acolngical evidence of the carliest Christian BﬂlJlt.- co.dlcfcil ;?:1
Figypl reveal that the Christian community was nearly a 01: 1\'1\';.;;:[;&%
pe}chmcnl over the papyrus roll.* Early Church fathers an | 1111;:,;1{ fes
preferred the parchment cndex becausc it was both more smtab Ldor easy
reference than the cumbersome scroll and it was more durab%e 111 .l.,l Foosr
traveling conditions —an especially important fealuie for traveling prr.ll_:: u_.rli
Some historians believe that Chrisdans remained wedded Lo Lhe pare ' mer 1
codex becanse they were @ perseented sect without access to {he ]')dp}r_'TU':-
Jeaves used by official Rome.™ Inany event, parch!'n.ent, rathc.l- than p.ap.‘\c;ns,
was the medinm of choice for the Chrislian r(:‘thOl'.l, an.d it remau‘u-‘; e(;
inlo the Middic Ages as a tesult of both institutinnal 1_nt:.rl1a and fun_cdhorlam
complementarily. 1f only out of the sheer force of l'!;‘lh.ll, in other \.\-01 §, [ 1:._
Christiant community formed an instilutional bond with parchment—alo
tuitous chuice as circumstances would laler tc\:ual. . o
According to medium Lheory, communications cn\-'.nonm':lnls ha.w. 1|>—.
tributional consequences insofar as they cmpower s[.)cmﬁc sr;c.m] foru-.;s} t &
relationship between parchment and nwnashugn is a c!c?\r lelluslllrz{hone.l;;]
this respect. As Innis noles, “Parchmentasa I'll('.'dlLl]Tl was s‘t:::‘e : lo.1 he sp; (( !
of monasticism from Egypt throughout western Kurope.”™ Parchment, ©
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menmtbranae, was mannfactnred from the hides of animals, 4 variation on
leather making.* Unlike papyms, which was grown almost exclosively in
the Fgyplian Nile delta region, parchment was especially snited to the de-
centralized agrarian-rnral monaslic network that spread throngh western Eu-
1ope after the collapse of the Roman Empire. Individual monasteries could
remnain selfsufficient, mannfactnring parchment from the skins of theic own
livestock or those from lhe snrronnding farms. Sheep, cows, goats, rabbits,
and squirrels all provided the skins for varfous qualities of parchment. Goose
quills were nsed for pens, while ink was snpplied ont of a combinatjon of
gall nnts, organic salts of iron, and lampblack. All of these materials were in
abnndance in the weods and valleys of westcrn Enrope in the carly Middle
Ages.” Farthering the papal-monastic interests was the near-lotal disappear-
ance of papvrus from weslern Europe at this time. The pre-hflhcentury
Roman Empire was able to sustain the imporlation and production of pa-
pyrns tolls hy ils links to the easlern Mediterrancan and beyond. Following
the enllapse of the Empire and the accompanying rise of Islam in Egypland
elsewhere, however, papyrus exports to the West significantly diminished,
leaving parchment the sole remaining medium of written communica-
tions.”! Parchment —in a sense by default—became the dominant medinm
of written communications. Coincidentally, it was also the medium pro-
duced by Roman Catholic monastic orders.
We can see, then, how the mode of communication “favered” the inter-
csls of the Roman Catholic Church. Parchment and the papal-monastic
nelwork formed a symhintic relationship in the communications environ-
ment of the carly Middle Ages: monasterics were largely sclf-contained is-
lands of literacy and centers of knowledge reproduction in an oral-agrarian
environment. Parchment was the mediunm of choice of the early Chnich
[athers. It was sustained as such through institulionzl inertia and functional
compatibility with missionary/monastic life. [t was produced from materials
that were i abundance in western Europe, and il had no scrious rival.
Secnlar lileracy hiad virtnally disappeared in most of western Furepe leaving
the clergy as the sole custodians and supplicrs of written informalion. From
these comverging circumstances surrounding the communicalions environ-
went of the ime, then, the Roman Catholic papal-monastic network began
to flonrish and spread throughout Western Europe. Its monopoly over the
reprodnelion of wrilten inforination was to have significant consequences
[or the prevailing cosmology of the medieval world order.
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Structural Characteristies of the Church’s Hegemony in the
High Middle Ages

Given the Church's eatly monopoly over written con:mmnicati.orls, it is
no surprise that knowledge reproduction was El_islorlcd-— 'p.:-lgan u.-rmngf;\-.as
neglecied and Chiislian wnting emphasized.”™ (Ill.nlor points oul thal ﬁ.n—
edictine monasteries took a functional, Augustinian approach lo copying
classical lexts, using them n a secondary derivative sense, and pa.s»u.ng aver
those that contradicted the Cospels or had litle relevance to Chns.lmn doc-
hine.? Likewise, Miccoli notes how monks were instilled into a ritual that
emphasized “a deep assimilation of God's word ihrough. a fonslant.am:l Ie-
peated rereading of Scripture {meditatio and n;rrru.r:air?). “ In principle,
ancicnt pagan works had no autonomy in the official Church co.smolog}',
but were lolerated for instrurnental reasons —lhat is, "as they conlﬂanlcd to
the lingnistic and literary formation of the monks."* Of conrse, 15 was pre-
ciselv hecanse of the toleration of pagan anthors—cven i a snon@nalc
sense—that many important classical works were lransmirtcd.. Ironically,
other classical works were passed on to postesily quile by accident: when
parchment was in shorl supply, monks would often Yecopy the Ciospcls ovf:r
pagan works, and il is through this recopying process that many Z.lnf.‘lt'l‘]t lc,\ts.
were tediscovered # But the fact remains that “bebween the sixth century
and the middle of the cighth century, virlnally all clas.sical lexts ceased to
he copied.” As suggesled above, this sclective IL’]’)TO(]L}C[‘IOH was not so mmuch
1 matter of deliberate eensorship as it was a combination of indifference and
priority. Al the very least, it was a prodnct of the h.cav_,' dem.:md placcq on
seribes to copy the seriptures alone. Important in this IC,SP.(;'L‘I is the relalwc‘ly
expensive and laborious manuseripl copying process, which may h:.nc been

a seasonal aclivily in parts of Europe.™ Nonctheless, the monastic repro-
duction process was clearly biased toward the Holy Word, and as a.wsnlt l.'(
both reaffirmed and reinforced a reading of hislory that umph-usm_:d the
destiny of the Church in that historical process, to the exclusion of other

possible interpretations. In Miccoli's words:

when monasticism redneed all other reality to ils own image and ils
own religions and cultural schemata in thf; aim of hending .lhcrn lof
an explanation and exaltalion ol the cholee and t.hc. experience o
monastic life, it discovered the sublerranean ideological, political, and
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social roots of its awn origins that provided further support to its affir-
mation 10 history. ™

While it would most cetlainly be wrong to portray the Church as a quasi-
totalitarian organization —a medieval “Big Brother” —the monopoly over the
written word did confer special advantages. At the very least, the gnarding
and silling of organized knowledge kept a loose discursive boundary on cos-
mological speculation, especially in the carly Middle Ages. \We mwust not
forget in this respect that monasleries were, for most of the Middle Ages, the
sole educalional outlet instructing, “at a conservative estimate Y percent of
the literate men between 600 and 1100 . ..7" Duby makes the impartant
point that no distinetion was made belween culture and propaganda during
the Middle Ages since “to edneate was to convert.™! Those who did not get
formal ednceation altended mass. Carran asserts that the "proporlion of the
adult popnlalion in Furope regularly altending mass during the central Mid-
dle Ages was almost certainly higher than the proporliou of adults in con-
temporary Europe regnlarly reading 2 newspaper.™? And the papal curia
exercised a tight control over the content of the mass through set litnigics,
reinforeing a maero-micro ceordination of Chnrch doctrine throughont
wostern Europe.?

This hegemony over enlfural and ideological produclion was bnttressed
by the maintenance of hnge Papal archives which provided important po-
lilical and legal leverage; torgeries, like the infamous Donation of Constan-
tine, were used hy the Papacy to provide legitimacy lo assertions of Chnreh
anthority over, and independence from, secular rule.”* This particular doc-
ument first emerged dnring the eighth centnry, and was used throaghout
the Middle Ages as evidence of a supposed grant from the Roman Emperor

Cunstantine to Pope Sylvester T conceding snpreme aulhorily to the Pope
over [taly and the rest of the western Chnrelr.” The Donation of Constantine
wis hardly an exception: forgeries were prominenl ways of establishing privi-
leges, cspecially monastic charters. For example, following the Norman
Conquest of England forgeries among the local Black monks rose dramati-
eally. In addition, the Chureh’s monopoly over the reproduction of legal
documents provided an important tangible base to which justifications of its
place in the social and political hierarchy could be referred. In the com-
munications environment of the Middle Ages, few if any olher groups had
aecess lo such a formal resource.
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The Clreh’s influence over ideology did nol rcsl‘ with mull‘ct:llpurcl?'
cosmological. Because the arislocracy t'nronglu;:ut II]l‘I(.‘f‘L'Of rhfc I;fhd 'l(, ;|‘\.g,;,s
were generally illiterate, they depended on Ll'lt,j intcrposilion of clergy 0. ‘ILF
carry out various administrative functions. Tliis comforllablc ml‘t:rl(?sutur pe-
silic;‘ln meant thal the Chureh was able lo intervene, ‘1f only 11;|d1rccll‘y, in
sceular, as well as ceclesiastical, matters. As lach pn%nls nul, “the ‘prn:c‘t:s
were obliged to rely on the clerical clementamong (heir servants for sey 1(,:::
that the rest of their entourage would have been mcz\pab‘le of rendering,
Thus William of Normandy turned to he monks Z‘Ifl‘t_‘r 111'5 conquest ?f En- _
gland "lo organize a wiser and more prudent adim I‘I'ILSll’Elll(_'Jl'l of lﬂc (‘:I?\.m;
holdings.™® More so than other members of society, c|1urcll1 ¢ ?Cbld,r‘.
monks had a reputation for “an introspective wisdom and 3 power ?. Anla )Sl:
a capacity {or detached realisim” that made them attractwe‘ for ,b'L‘,Cll ar a d
ministrative functions —a capacity related, no doubt, to their ability to rea
and wrile.”® By the welfth century 1t was not uncomimon to ﬁ‘nd Be?nf_-dlcluf'w
monks employed as royal chancellors, stale :1(.1\'13(.'{5,‘ and chief minislers Tfr
cecular tulers—a considerable shift from their origins as 11._.1ernbcrs of. self-
contained, isolated islands of liletacy in the minth century.® OF course, u:l—

terventlion along these lines had importanl political consequences. Accord-
ing o Mare Bloch:

It is important to realize that the decisions of the powerlul of this .wm'ld
were sometimes sugeested and always expressed by nien who, whdlf'\'Cfr
their national or class allegiances, none the less belonged by their
whiole training to a socicty by nature umiversalist an@ founded on spit-
itual things. Beyond question they helped to n*n;’unta‘m. al‘)ovu lhc\gm‘b
fusion of petty local strife. a concern for certain wider issues. \ ;IL.E
tequited . . . to give written form tn acts of pohc’\j, they felt ulnpt[-l (M
to justify lhem officially by reasons drawn from their own moral cede.

Gradually, the Chireh came rely more 9.nd‘ more on‘wriltcn adrmag—
istration and formal documentatiou to underpin its ‘aulhou‘t’v. B‘ the mi :
el fth century, under Alexander (UL, the adminislmlTvc‘ and mdlcnp&lﬂ a<‘:t1v1l}[
of the papal curia expanded and became more spc:‘:@hz?d“—n re ccgt‘m o.
the way the written word permeated all Churely activily. r(_;O\'l't"':ipOI‘l‘ cnces
issucd Trom Rome increased dramatically during this perl(Jq, Chu‘rcn doc-
lrincs — formulated at the official Lateran Councils—were issned in formal

Parchrient to Printing 58

praclamations, such as the Decretum, and accepled authorilatively through-
oul much of western Christendom.®

Whiie written communications were the backbane of the papal-inonastic
information network, the Chirch disseminated its message to the local pop-
ulations through a medicval mnltimedia expericnce designed 1o accom-
modate mass illiteracy. As Le Goff points out:

Latiny Christianily made an tmportant choice in the Carolingian ep-
och. It chose images, rejecling the nonfigurative art of the Jews and
the Moslemns and the iconoclasin of Greek Byzanline Christianity and
firmly cstablishing medieval Chiristian anthropomorphism.©

The Chureh conseionsly employed the image to convey the Christian
message to the illiterate masses in a way that was deeply symbolic. Probably
the best-known inediceval dictumn an art is Giegory thie Great's pronounce-
ment that pictures are the “books of the illiterate.® This was a time prior
to the emergence of imitation and perspective characteristic of “realism™—
a time in which the didaclic and ideological purposes of forms in paintings
and senlptures far outweighed in significance their acsthetic value. Visual
art “was not so much an expression of the visible world, as of the spoken
word in a still predominantly oral socicty.™ The images reproduced in out-
wardly visible signs the social and cosmological hicrarchy of the times.*” For
example, colors had a symbolic content as part of a hierarchical value system
in which red and blue were marks of power and stalus, while yellow was the
color of cvil and deecit.® Though imagery was found ou the nxargins of
manuscripts, most of the population encountered theny on the walls and
slained glass of local cathedrals, which invariably featured the macabre tor-
fares of hell alongside the visual namatives of Christ’s teachings. The cathe-
drals themiselves, in their very form, were significant in a symbolic sense as
well: “the construclion of churches towering over their pastoral flock sym-
bolized the looming presence of God over all aspects of lile.™ T his ruulti-
media expericuce did a great deal to shape the character of the medieval
mentalité, which did not share the cognitive boundaries so characteristic of
modernily between the “real” and the “imaginary,” or the “natural™ and the
“metaphysical.”™

Although my theoretical Tens has heen locused on the conslraints im-
posed and the apportunilics ereated by the ccinmunications environment,



6o MEDTEVAL TO MODERN

other factors were responsible for the Churelvs rise to hegemony. Most im-
portanl in this respect is the appeal of the message regardless of the medimm:
we should not lose sight of the fact that Christianity oflered a coherent and
compelling narralive of justice that both explained the disorder of the times
and offered a promisc of salvation in an Cther World.”! This coherent moral
vision strongly resonated in the chaotic environment of the early Middle
Ages in Europe, where disorder and brutality swere the norm for most people.
The Chnreh was also parlicularly adepl at tailoring its message to suit the
vagaries of local communities, especially in the carly Middle Ages when
myths and rituals of pagan secls were made compatible with the teachings
of Christ. Under the astnte stewardship of Pope Cregory I {the Great), the
Church pnrposcfully assumed a quasi-magical hue to conform to the pagan
rituals of the Germanie and Frankish peoples.™ As Curran points out, “the
whole paraphernalia of ceelesiastical sorcery and ritual was of crucial im-
portance in mediating an ceclesiastical constrnction of reality that nnder-
pinned papal hegemony.™* Each regular routine of daily life was informed
by claborale and mystical chnreh ritnals, such as baptism, conhrmation,
marriage, and borial. The Chnreh actively encouraged the veneration of
saints wilh miracle powers —a superstilion strongly reminiscent of the pagan
worship of various natural gods.”™ And each of these adaptations was a mix-
ture of “cosmic-nniversal and the mundane-particular”™ so that “however vast
Christendom might be, and was sensed to be, 1t manilested itsell varivushy
to particular Swabian or Andalusian comruunities as replications of them-
selves.”™

While it is true that a coherenl and persuasive message, conpled with
astute leadership, helped contribute to the Church's suceess, it was the hos-
pitable commnnications cuvironment that was critical in underpinning the
papal-monastic nelwork as "lhe dominant inslilntion in Europe’s informa-
tion systern.”™ The carly clioice of the Chureh fathers to adopt parchment
turned oul to be a fortuitous one that favored the spread of the papal-
monastic network throughoul western Europe. The absence of widespread
lileracy, the decline of papyrus as an alternative medium of wrilten com-
munications, plus a material environment whose properties favored the pro-
duction of parchment, were all significan! elements in the success of the
early Church. Its monopoly over written docnmentation would, in turn,
provide an important source of leverage over sceular rulers both in lerms of
justifving the Church’s place in medicval cosmology, and, more conerelely,
in terros of supplving administralive personnel for sccular rulers. Once the
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communications environment changed, however, the Church was placed al
a severe disadvantage.

Countcr-Hegemonie lorees and the Decline of the Church

No sconer had the Church reached its pinnacle of power in the Higlh
Middle Ages than counter-hegemonic forces begau to surface that would
eventually undermine its authority.” Many of these forees emerged precisely
in reaction to the Chnreh's monopoly over written informalion. By the thir-
teenth and fonrteenth centurics, the papacy had hecome so permeated with
and dependent on the wrillen word that ils institutions grew more legalistic
and bureaucrahic, with the papal curia cvolving into a complex, top-licavy,
adminisiralive organ. Thronghont the TTigh Middle Ages, snceessive popes
and Church prelates were likely to be just as infornmed by canon law and
practical affairs as they were in spiritual mattens.™ Such a formalist-legalist
infrastructnre had the unfortunate conseqnence of gradually distancing
many of the Church administrators from the spiril of popular devolion that
had helped make Christianily a success in the fisst place. As Cantor relates:

The lawyer-popes of the kvelfth and thirteenth centuries were far more
successfnl in fulfilling the administrative than the spiritnal responsi-
bililics of their office. Their juristic educalion and burcaucratic ex-
perience did nol lell them how lo cope with the emotional religiosity
and heretical inclinations of the urban communilivs.™

Underscoring the penvasiveness of the written word, Bamaclough nates
thal the “papal curia had the atmosphere of a law-court or bosiness-office.™*
Within the Churcly many lower-level clergy grew skeplical of the formal
ccclesiastical hicrarchy, believing that Rome had less and less athnity to the
teachings of the Gospels or the standards of apostolic poverty.®! The most
apparent sign of (his smoldering dissatisfaction was the sudden ignition of
popular heresies in various perieds and regions. Many of these heresies de-
fined themsclves in fiudamentalist, back-to-basics terms, hostile to the ab-
stract, legalistic machiuery thal now characterized the Roman Catholic
Chureli.”? Beginning in the eleventh century, hermit-saints preaching as-
cetic tendencies and withdrawal from the spirilual degradalion of worldly
lifc made their appearance.® These heretical movements were the first ina
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haberdashers, grocers, chandlers. A whole new species of lraldus \\-a;

created which depended on paper: cariets, hos=-makers, playing-cat
1w e 97

makers, bill-posters and related trades.

The Printing Press

Of coumse, these very same converging social pressures .for more t:.‘.fﬁL'll.,"ﬂ[
communicatious focused energy not only on the material on wh1.ch 11e.
written word was produced, but also on the technigue of reprtxlucttorf. ;\b,
Sehottenloher put il, “The actual shining hour for paper. ho“-'cve.r, Ld!"l‘lf_
onlv wilh the discovery of printing, when printing found in paper its mo:i—:
pO\:.'crful ally.** An example of the \\'idcsprc;}d pressures in the ﬁflcclclt
century for a wmethod of manuscript rcproducllon. can he foun;i ar.norll.g ‘1:
many multiple claims o the imention of the printing press. For 1uslancld,
many Daich helieve that their countryman [ aurens Janszoou (Jole.Jr s 1c.)|~_1‘
he given credit for experimenting with nmvlable wooden ChaMClL‘l_t,}.l)T;j}:
the 14305 Tn Frauee, documents from Awvignon reveal Lhat between "
and 1446 contracts were issued to Procopius \Waldvoge! 1o teach the 1111 (1).
“grlificial writing. '™ Whether accurate or not, hox.ve\-cr, thc‘ most w1dc.‘1y
_ttributed inveutor of the printing press in Europe 1s the Mam:/, goldsm.lt 1
Johann Gensfleisch zur Laden, o Gutenberg. The source of thl.S |udgrr(|luf'i
is a number of cryptic documents surrounding a series ol lawsuils lh.al al(;.
to 1439 in Strashourg. The documents reveal that Gutenberg ;‘m.d s ered-
itors were involved in a legal tussle overa wnnber of Gutenberg's 1m-an?ons,.
one of which was a new art thal involved the use.of a press, sone pl‘c.ccs
{Stucke), some forms (Formen) made of lead, and thiugs related to the action
of the press {der zu dem Trucken gehoret).)"! ‘ o
As Dudley points out, Gutenberg’s iuve.nhmI] was a:?lually a 313,111 1.LT:‘S !
the punch the goldsmiths used for striking inseriplions nto mc}?l , r?}\\:;:;l
press (which had cowce lo Germany from the Romans), and l ¢ pLT e ..t
of an iuk thal would adherc to metal tv 210 Although papmlhad..c'm;-hﬂ 0‘
Farope from Cliina through the Arabs, and although 'Ehc. Chufcst an | ‘.:1(_\
Korcans hiad been employing a similat method of printing with movable
chasacters since the tenth century, the evidence suggests Lhat the dcvclﬁ})-
menl of the European printing press was an autonomos development.
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The first printed works did not immediately change the appearance and
form of medieval manuscripts; in fact, the early printers went to great lengtiis
to produce precise imitalions. So closely do some of the eatly printed works
rescmble mannseripts that they are virtually indistingnishahle to the un-
trained eye. Tebyvre and Martin note that "The 42-ine Bible for example
was printed in a lelfer-type which faithifully reprodneed the handwriting of
the Rhenish missals.™™ Before 1300 the majorily of printed works—abont
70 pereent—were in Lalin, with about 45 percent of them being religious
in content."? What was revolutionary about the new invention was the truly
profound impact it had on the guantitics that conld be produced and dis-
tributed and the time it took to produce them.

About 20 million books were printed before 1500 in Europe among a
population al the time of about 160 million.'™ This number of books, pro-
duced in the frstifty years of priuting, eclipsed the entire estiinated product
of the previous thousand years.™ Febvre and Martin estimate that 150 mil-
licn to 200 million were then preduced ju the next hundred vears '™ In
relative {ermns, the output of printed material was not just a change in kind,
but a trne revolution in communications. Of course the ability 1o reproduce
large volumes of material with such ease meant that printed works were also
significantly cheaper to produce than manuseripts. FFor example, in 1483 the
Ripoli Press charged three florins per quinterno for settiug up and printing
I'icing’s translation of Plato’s Dialogues. Eisenstein estimates that a seribe

might have charged one florin per quintino for duplicating the same work.
However, while the Ripoli Press would have printed 1,025 copies, the scribe
wonld bave turned out only one.'™

Althongh the technology itself was revolutiouary, what fueled the spread
of the printed word, as Anderson points oul, was its convergence with the
early printers’ commercial cthos and au available market across Europe hin-
gry for printed material."’® Following the inilial activities in Mainz of Gu-
tenberg and his partners, Fust and Schoeffer, priuting centers were estab-
lished in a number of cities throughout western Europe Lo exploi! the new
market. Menthelin printed a Bible in Strasbourg ju 1459. By 1475, printiug
workshops had been established throughout the Rhineland, and in Pary,
Lyons, and Seville.!" By 1480, prinling cenlers had sprouled through all of

Western Enrope, from Osford and London to Krakow and Budapest, from
Lubeek and Rostock to Naples and Cosenza—in all to 110 owns shietching
neross western Furope. = By 1500, the number of loveus with printing centens
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had risen to 236.1"" By the sixteenth century, western Furope had entered a
ncw communications environment at thie center ofwhich were cheap, mass-
produced prinled doenments emanahing from the many prinling presses
stretched across the land.

In this chapler, [ have lraced the development of communication tech-
nologics through the Middle Ages leading up to the invention of the printing
press in the mid-hfteentls century. I have argued that the rise of the Church
i the early Middle Ages was conlingent on the commnnications caviron-
ment of the ime. Ik spivitual attachment 1o literacy and the reproduction
of the wrilten word, its use of parchment as a medium of commnnication,
and the specific material and ecological circumstances of western Enropean
all helped produce a hospilable environment for the Church's 1ise lo he-
gemony in the Middle Ages. While the Roman Catholic Church had maiu-
tained a monopoly over wrilten communications np to the twelfth cenlury,
from that point onward a gradual change in the communications enwviron-
ment began to oceur, as evidenced by the growth of secular literacy and the
use and reproduction of written documents outside of the formal papal-
monastic network. In this respect, the invention of printing actually repre-
sents the culmination of slowly accumulating seeial pressures. In other
words, the invention of printing was not a sudden “out-of-nowhere™ devel-
opmcent, but was an oulgrowth of converging social pressures for more cffi-
cient communications. In conjunction with the broader social and eco-
nomic condifions of lhe ime, however, once printing began to spread
thiough Western Europe, it revolulionized the conumunications enviton-
ment with significant consequences for society and politics. In the next two
chapters, I examine the ways in which the emergence of this new commu-
nications envivonment played a parl in the transformation of the medieval
world order.

Print and the Medieval to
Modern World Order Transformation:
Distributional Changes

Changes in the mode of communication have far-reaching
fundamental implications for the social and political infrastructure of an cr:
and for the trajectory of social evolution, In chapter 1T outlined two con-
ceptually distinet effects thal arise from a change in the mede of commu-
nication: distributional changes and changes o social epistemology. In this
chapter, 1 concentraie only on the former. -

Dishiibutional changes are changes in the relative power of social forces
a5 a consequence of the change in the mode of communication. Because
modes of communication transmit and store information In nnique ways
social forces whose interests mateh a communications envirenment will b(;
favored while those whose interests do not will be placed at a disadvantage
Social forces survive differentially, inother words, according to their "ﬁlness':
with the new media environment—a process that is bath dopcn-undcd and
co.nlillgenl, Thus, medium theory offers neither an explanation of the gen-
esis ol particulur social forces, nor why they were animaged hy parlicular
Inlerests as opposed o others. Ity purpose s to explain why those forces
(lourished or withered al a particular hislorical juncture.

D.islribution:il' changes undercut some social forces while they advance
the interests of others, Tn this chapter, T cxamine the way distributional
changes associaled with the development of prinling played a part in the
medieval-to-modern world order transformation in Europe. I begin by ex-
amining the way the change in the mode of communication ]‘I(L'Ip(;d t.o
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