To what extent was the concept of chivalry a political tool for medieval monarchs?

Throughout most of the medieval period the epitome of warfare and the major symbol associated with this era is the Medieval Knight. Knight’s are generally known for two things: one is that they were skilled warriors who fought on horseback (in medieval warfare the use of heavy cavalry and its role in winning battles was essential throughout most of this period) and chivalry[footnoteRef:1]. Chivalry is quite simply the way in which a Knight was expected to conduct himself, though this was often hard as what was expected of a knight was different in the various nations and changed over time as knighthood evolved from a class of mounted warriors into the lowest class of the nobility. Knighthood was not limited solely to the knightly class many higher nobles and royalty were knights such as Edward I of England, Edward II of England, William Marshall, 1st Earl of Pembroke and Edward the Black Prince. [1:  Kagay, Donald J.: Villalon, L. J. Andrew (1999). The Circle of War in the Middle Ages. Boydell Press. P.53] 


The first knights appeared during the reign of Charlemagne in the eighth century[footnoteRef:2]. Traditionally the Frankish armies of the Carolingian Empire consisted almost entirely of infantry units with a small elite of mounted infantry. Increasing Charlemagne’s conquest required more and more men to ride to battle so the Frankish Miles increasingly became a more permanent fixture in Carolingian armies resulting in Charlemagne rewarding them with grants of land called benefices. A century later Charlemagne’s grandson Charles the Bald made these fiefs hereditary. During the campaigns of Charlemagne, the Carolingian army entered the Iberian Peninsular to fight against the Umayyad Caliphate, at the end of the campaign the Carolingians were ambushed by Basque troops; who were angry at the destruction of several Basque towns and of the damage done to their capital city of Pamplona; in the Roncevaux Pass in the Pyrenees. The rearguard of around 3,000[footnoteRef:3] men were cut off and surrounded, they fought valiantly but all were killed including several of Charlemange’s Paladins, Anselmus, the count palatine, Lord Eggihard and the greatest of them all was Roland, wielder of Durandal and military governor of the Breton March who was potentially the last man to fall after blowing his horn to tell Charlemagne that they were doomed, the battle was the only significant defeat that Charlemagne ever suffered and affected him so much that he never again personally led an army to the Iberian Peninsular, leaving it too his generals to do so. The last stand was immortalised and romanticised in the Song of Roland which was not recorded in writing until the eleventh century. The poem effectively became the tale in which the concept of chivalry was created and from this came the inspiration for several centuries of knights and helped to shape western European warfare for centuries to come. The Song of Roland  was the first in a genre of medieval literature and would be followed in years to come by writings such as The Twelve of England and The Knight’s Tale.  [2:  Church, Stephen (1995). Papers from the sixth Strawberry Hill Conference 1994. Woodbridge, England: Boydell. P. 51.]  [3:  Butt, John J. Daily Life in the Age of Charlemagne. Published by Greenwood (November 30, 2002). Pp. 40-51.] 


The Crusades in the twelfth century were arguably the golden age of knighthood and the pinnacle of chivalry as the ideal of the perfect Christian warrior doing battle against the enemies of Christianity. This eventually led to the formation of several knightly militaristic monastic orders the most famous being the Knights Templar, the Knights Hospitellar and the Teutonic Knights. Their jobs varied from the Templar’s protecting Christian pilgrims in the Holy Land, the Hospitellar’s providing medical services and the Teutonic Knight’s crusades against the Pagan Kingdom of Poland and Grand Duchy of Lithuania in the Baltic [footnoteRef:4]. [4:  R.Barber The Knight and Chivalry pp 268-270, published by Boydell Press Ltd PO Box 24, Ipswich 1P1 1JJ (1974) 2nd Edition] 


Firstly, Knights were supposed to exhibit certain traits to a strong degree these traits included: loyalty, pride, a holy purpose, modesty, truthfulness, charity, kindness, honour, nobility, glory, well-breeding, be aesthetically pleasing and look after and respect women.
Knights who followed this code to the letter were potentially open to exploitation by clever and unscrupulous monarchs. A possible example, although it is hard to confirm, may be William the Conqueror who flew a Papal banner during the invasion according to William of Poitiers. A possible papal banner does appear as part of the Bayeux tapestry although it is not named as such [footnoteRef:5]. William could have used this to bring Knights to his cause; who thought they were following their Holy purpose; to his side as he had not just Norman Knights but also large contingents from France, Brittany and Flanders they may have only joined because of the papal banner. William may have done this because the Anglo-Saxon army fought only on foot (most troops would have been spear-armed Fyrdmen with a core of Dane Axe wielding Housecarls providing the elite) and Williams cavalry (numbering between 1,000-3,000 [footnoteRef:6] men) were crucial in his eventual victory, however, Pope Alexander II gave consent for the invasion after it had succeeded and not before. Though William was not punished by the Pope so it is likely that we shall never know whether he was or he was not. It is also hard to discern whether he used a papal banner as it would not have had that great of an effect on the Anglo-Saxon army. [5:  R. Huscroft Norman Conquest pp. 120-123, published 2009 by Routledge, London]  [6:  P. Marren 1066 pp. 89-90, published by Pen & Sword Books Ltd (21st June. 2002)] 


Secondly, at the end of the eleventh century Europe was experiencing a population boom and this started to cause problems for the ruling monarchs as there were lots of excess sons who were trained knights who had nothing to do. The problem that this created was that lesser nobles now had stronger personal armies with a higher number of mounted knights, this could make any potential rebellions extremely dangerous and a real bother to deal thereby leading shrewd monarchs to encourage participation in these Holy endeavours. One way to deal with this was to send these excess sons to aid in the Reconquista[footnoteRef:7] especially in France and later they would send these sons on the First Crusade. Supporting the Crusades was also a way in which medieval monarchs could keep their people looking towards the Holy land and away from and away from the internal problems that the European Kingdoms faced at the time. [7:  Lynn H. Nelson The Foundation of Jaca (1077): Urban Growth in Early Aragon, published by University of Chicago Press Journals, October 1978] 


Thirdly, knighthoods were a suitable reward for acts of valour done in service to your overlord or the King without granting them too much authority or power. A knighting ceremony was also a good opportunity for a King or a Lord to hold a tournament or other great festivities to show off their wealth and power and for the King it would be a good opportunity for him to show off the prosperity of the Kingdom and to gather leading nobles together for a meeting that would not arouse the suspicion of other monarchs, it would also have been an opportunity to show off your sons and daughters and broker potential marriage alliances. After his great victory at the Battle of Crecy in 1346, in commemoration of the battle Edward III of England founded the Order of the Garter in 1348. The orders membership was and still is limited to the Sovereign, the Prince of Wales and no more than twenty-four living members. The original order consisted of nobles from the King himself all the way down to just regular knights. This helped Edward III show that if a knight did his duty with valour and honour then recognition and respect would be given to him, this encouraged young knights to be valorous in combat this would have helped Edward III and his successors in the Hundred Years War against France as the English Channel led to the size of English Armies being limited by the amount of ships available to carry them across the channel so the Kings of England needed the best from every man present this was one way of achieving that objective.

Fourthly, the code of chivalry usually dictated that knights and other nobles being captured and held for ransom whilst common soldiers would usually be executed if they couldn’t pay, however during the Wars of the Roses the Yorkist Army of Edward IV actually did the opposite to this and actually spared the common soldiers and executed the nobility for treason. This shows how later in the Late Middle Ages the concept of chivalry was waning and was fairly outdated. From the late thirteenth century onwards the number of knights dropped as increased wars led to the rise of the Man-at-arms. A Man-at-arms was effectively a knight but was significantly cheaper to maintain as unlike a knight he did not have to be given a grant of land from which he would fund his armour, horse, weapons and any other equipment that he required. Between the 1280’s and the 1360’s knights usually made up around 20%-30% of a mounted force in England with men-at-arms and other cavalry units making up the rest after this there was a rapid decline and in 1380 the proportion of knights in comparison to men-at-arms at dropped to just 6.5%, 8% of the English army at Agincourt consisted of knights but it was a royal army so that is not surprising. Twenty-eight years after Agincourt the Duke of Somerset was able to raise a mounted force that had just 1.3% of them as being knights. Men-at-arms were also favoured over knights as they lacked the power to cause political problems and were skilled professionals who were not bound to chivalrous behaviour that limited their battlefield usage.

Lastly, the concept of chivalry as a political tool for medieval monarchs was really proven false and ineffective when in 1513 King James IV of Scotland invaded northern England with an army of 30,000-40,000 men whilst Henry VIII and most of the English army was participating in the Siege of Therouanne against King Louis XII of France to honour the Auld Alliance, the problem was that following the code of chivalry King James sent word of his invasion to the English a month in advance. This gave the Earl of Surrey, an experienced and capable battle commander, time to gather an army of around 26,000 men to oppose the invasion. Also following the code of chivalry the Scottish commanders were on the front lines and many, including King James, were killed this led to a disastrous retreat. Scottish losses were between 5,000[footnoteRef:8]- 17,000[footnoteRef:9] compared to just 1,500[footnoteRef:10] for the English. King James would be the last King from the British Isles to be killed in battle. The defeat highlighted to any doubters the fact that chivalry was a thing of the past as an English Renaissance style army, whose commanders stayed with the reserves, had essentially shattered a numerically superior, medieval style army. [8:  F.Elliot, The Battle of Flodden and the Raids of 1513, published by Forgotten Books (2018) p.117]  [9:  F.Elliot, The Battle of Flodden and the Raids of 1513, published by Forgotten Books (2018) p. 118]  [10:  R.C.Paterson, My Wound is Deep: A History of the Later Anglo-Scot Wars, 1380-1560, published by John Donald Publishers Ltd; 1st.ed. edition (1 Sept. 1997) p. 147] 


Overall, I do not believe that the concept chivalry was only a political tool for medieval monarchs to a limited extent as it was used by some quite unscrupulous monarchs to try and trick knights into actions for their own benefit and was used very well by some of the more honourable monarchs of the time. 
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