preface

In recent years, history has become the focus of increasing popular interest,
both in book form and on television. This dictionary is intended not for histo-
riographers (who will not need it) but rather for the readers of history who
are neither specialists nor academically trained.

There is an astonishing amount of material that is readily available today.
Domesday Book can be bought in a modern translation, in one paperback vol-
ume, for less than the cost of a ticket to a football match — all two million
words. There are paperback editions of texts of the period, in which the voice
of the time can still be heard, while Bracton is easily accessible on the Internet.
And there is, of course, the literature. From Geoffrey of Monmouth to Chaucer,
to Thomas Malory - it is all available, sometimes in modern English, and
there the imagination of the past can be seen and heard at work. The people
are recognisable. Chaucer is subject to adaptations which attempt to make
him ‘relevant’: but modernisation strips his characters of just what it is that
makes them recognisably flesh-and-blood human beings: their voice and mi-
lieu. Malory’s Morte D’Arthur was being printed by Caxton in the same year
as the Battle of Bosworth, 1485: a decisive exposition of the Arthurian legend
which had persisted throughout this period appeared simultaneously with
the battle which was the last of the era we call medieval.

The period can be made to look very good, even glamorous, with well-
chosen pictures. Iconic knights in armour on gorgeously arrayed horses, the
castles and tournaments, the brightly coloured clothing of the men and women
of the nobility, so rich in comparison with ours, so unlike that of the little-seen
peasantry — all provide evocative images. But all that they thought and be-
lieved was utterly different, even alien, to our ways of thought and belief.
The Church and its place in the lives of those people, its power over actions
and its intimate place in daily life and thought is just one such profound dif-
ference among many.

The medieval period is separated from us by language as much as time.
This was a time of languages: English, French and Latin. English, and its sev-
eral dialects, was spoken by the majority; French/Anglo-Norman was the
language of power, while Latin was used by scholars here and throughout
Europe and in the writing of history and the making of records, e.g. the rolls
which record government business. Therefore this dictionary includes words
and terms in those languages, because to write about the past, the modern
historian must use the terms and language used in that past. Inevitably, the
non-specialist reader encounters words which are either unfamiliar or, more
often, words being used which are ‘sort of understood, are familiar, but which,
when checked, turn out to have unexpected meanings. In an attempt to aid a
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better understanding of these terms, an etymology has been given to many of
them: the unfamiliar becomes clearer if one can see something of its origin.
However, no claim to originality is being made by including etymologies. All
have been checked against those offered in The Oxford English Dictionary and
Onions’s The Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology. They have been placed at
the end of each definition, so as not to obtrude.

So far as possible, persons have been kept out of definitions. Bede (c.673-
735), Geoffrey of Monmouth (c.1100-54) and the great chronicler and court
historian, Jean Froissart (¢.1333-1400/01), are mentioned, as is John Wyclif
(c.1330-84). Fortunately, historical terms do not rely upon individuals. How-
ever, the time of their use is important and therefore monarchs are named
without hesitation. (For those who are a little uncertain about the regnal dates
of the Henrys and Edwards, and others, a list has been appended.) To include
less familiar names without an entry and details of their life would be un-
helpful; information on those few which are included should be readily avail-
able.
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