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Joan of Arc: A History

joan of arc a history delves into the extraordinary life of a young French
peasant girl who became a pivotal figure in the Hundred Years' War. This
comprehensive exploration traces her humble origins in Domrémy, the divine
voices she claimed to hear, her audacious arrival at the Dauphin's court, and
her remarkable military campaigns that revived French morale and altered the
course of the conflict. We will examine her tactical brilliance, her
unwavering faith, and the profound impact she had on French national
identity. Furthermore, this article will investigate the political
machinations that led to her capture and subsequent trial, culminating in her
tragic execution. Finally, we will consider her enduring legacy and her
canonization as a saint, solidifying her place in history.
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The Humble Beginnings of Joan of Arc

Joan of Arc, or Jeanne d'Arc in French, was born around 1412 in the small
village of Domrémy in northeastern France. Her family were simple peasants,
loyal to the French crown during a tumultuous period. Life in Domrémy was
typical of rural France at the time, characterized by agricultural labor,
deep religious faith, and the constant threat of war and political
instability. Her upbringing instilled in her a strong sense of piety and a
deep love for her country.

The Mystical Experiences of Joan of Arc

According to her own testimony and the accounts of those who knew her, Joan
began experiencing visions and hearing voices from a young age. She
attributed these divine communications to Saints Michael, Catherine, and
Margaret. These voices conveyed a singular and powerful message: that she was
chosen by God to help the Dauphin Charles VII reclaim his throne and expel
the English from French soil. This mystical calling became the driving force
behind her subsequent actions, transforming her from an ordinary village girl
into a divinely appointed leader.



The Journey to Chinon and the Dauphin's Court

Driven by her divine mandate, an 17-year-old Joan set out in 1429 to meet the
Dauphin Charles VII at Chinon. Her journey was fraught with peril, as much of
France was under English or Burgundian control. Upon arriving at Chinon, she
famously recognized Charles even though he was disqguised among his courtiers,
a feat that greatly impressed him and his advisors. After an initial period
of skepticism and rigorous examination by theologians, Charles, desperate for
any advantage in the war, ultimately agreed to entrust Joan with a military
role.

Joan of Arc's Impact on the Hundred Years' War

Joan of Arc's arrival on the military scene marked a significant turning
point in the Hundred Years' War, a protracted conflict between England and
France that had raged for decades. The French cause had been in steep
decline, with much of northern France occupied by the English and their
Burgundian allies. The English were on the verge of capturing Orléans, a
strategically vital city, which would have likely sealed their victory and
potentially led to the permanent division of France. Joan’s presence
galvanized French morale and injected a renewed sense of purpose into the
beleaguered French army.

The Lifting of the Siege of Orléans

Joan's most celebrated achievement was her role in the relief of Orléans in
May 1429. Arriving with reinforcements and a banner bearing the fleur-de-lis,
she inspired the French troops to break the English siege that had lasted for
over seven months. Her courage and unwavering faith were infectious, leading
to a series of decisive assaults that forced the English to withdraw. The
victory at Orléans was a monumental propaganda coup for the French and is
widely considered the beginning of the end for English ambitions in France.

The Coronation of Charles VII at Reims

Following the success at Orléans, Joan of Arc continued to lead the French
army in a series of swift victories. Her campaigns pushed the English back
and opened the path to Reims, the traditional site for the coronation of
French kings. In July 1429, Charles VII was crowned King of France in Reims
Cathedral, with Joan standing prominently beside him. This coronation was a
crucial symbolic act that legitimized Charles's claim to the throne and
significantly bolstered French national unity and identity.



The Capture and Trial of Joan of Arc

Despite her military successes, Joan's influence began to wane as political
intrigues escalated. In May 1430, while defending the town of Compiegne
against a Burgundian assault, she was captured. The Burgundians, allies of
the English, sold her to the English for a substantial sum. The English,
eager to discredit Charles VII and break the morale of his supporters, put
Joan on trial for heresy and witchcraft. The trial, held in Rouen, was
politically motivated and lacked any semblance of fairness or justice.

The Politically Motivated Trial

The trial of Joan of Arc was presided over by Bishop Pierre Cauchon, a pro-
English clergyman. Joan was denied legal counsel and faced a barrage of
accusations designed to prove her a heretic. The judges scrutinized her
claims of divine guidance, her male attire, and her military actions,
twisting them into evidence of demonic influence. Despite her intelligence
and resilience in defending herself against these unfair charges, the outcome
was predetermined.

Condemnation and Execution

Under immense pressure and threats of torture, Joan initially recanted some
of her claims, but she later retracted her recantation. This decision sealed
her fate. On May 30, 1431, at the age of nineteen, Joan of Arc was burned at
the stake in the marketplace of Rouen. Her ashes were scattered in the Seine
River to prevent any relics from being collected by her followers. Her
execution, intended to extinguish her influence, ultimately served to cement
her status as a martyr.

The Enduring Legacy of Joan of Arc

The tragic execution of Joan of Arc did not end her story; instead, it marked
the beginning of her profound and enduring legacy. Her impact on French
history and national identity is immeasurable. In the years following her
death, the Hundred Years' War concluded with a decisive French victory, a
triumph that many attributed to the renewed spirit Joan had ignited. Her
unwavering faith, courage in the face of adversity, and devotion to France
made her a potent symbol of national pride and resistance.



Rehabilitation and Canonization

In 1456, twenty-five years after her execution, Pope Callixtus III authorized
a posthumous retrial, known as the "Rehabilitation Trial." This process
meticulously examined the original trial records and, finding it to be
unjust, officially declared Joan innocent of all charges. This rehabilitation
marked a significant step towards her eventual recognition as a saint.
Centuries later, in 1909, she was beatified, and on May 16, 1920, Joan of Arc
was canonized as a saint by Pope Benedict XV. Her feast day is celebrated on
May 30th, the anniversary of her martyrdom.

Joan of Arc as a National Icon

Today, Joan of Arc remains one of France's most beloved and recognized
national heroes and patron saints. She is celebrated not only for her
military achievements but also for her embodiment of virtues such as courage,
faith, and patriotism. Her story has inspired countless works of art,
literature, and film, ensuring that her legacy continues to resonate across
generations and cultures. The Maid of Orléans, as she is often known,
continues to symbolize the spirit of defiance, divine inspiration, and the
power of an individual to change the course of history.

FAQ

Q: Who was Joan of Arc?

A: Joan of Arc was a national heroine of France and a saint of the Catholic
Church. Born a peasant girl in the early 15th century, she claimed to have
divine guidance that led her to advocate for Charles VII's succession to the
French throne and to play a pivotal role in the Hundred Years' War.

Q: What were Joan of Arc's famous visions and
voices?

A: Joan of Arc claimed to hear the voices of Saints Michael, Catherine, and
Margaret, who instructed her to help the Dauphin Charles VII and to expel the
English from France. These divine communications formed the basis of her
mission and her unwavering conviction.

Q: What was Joan of Arc's most significant military



achievement?

A: Her most significant military achievement was leading the French forces to
lift the Siege of Orléans in May 1429. This victory was a crucial turning
point in the Hundred Years' War, revitalizing French morale and paving the
way for further French successes.

Q: Why was Joan of Arc put on trial?

A: Joan of Arc was put on trial by English authorities and their Burgundian
allies for heresy and witchcraft. The trial was politically motivated, aimed
at discrediting Charles VII and undermining French resistance by portraying
Joan as a heretic and a tool of the devil.

Q: How did Joan of Arc die?

A: Joan of Arc was burned at the stake on May 30, 1431, in Rouen, France,
after being convicted of heresy during a politically charged trial. She was
only nineteen years old at the time of her execution.

Q: Was Joan of Arc ever declared innocent?

A: Yes, in 1456, a posthumous retrial authorized by Pope Callixtus III, known
as the Rehabilitation Trial, declared Joan of Arc innocent of all charges and
overturned her conviction. This process was crucial for her eventual
canonization.

Q: When was Joan of Arc canonized as a saint?

A: Joan of Arc was canonized as a saint by Pope Benedict XV on May 16, 1920,
recognizing her profound piety, her role as a national icon, and her
martyrdom.

Q: What is Joan of Arc's lasting impact on France?

A: Joan of Arc is revered as a national heroine and patron saint of France.
Her story symbolizes courage, faith, and patriotism, and she is credited with
playing a significant role in fostering French national identity and
contributing to the eventual French victory in the Hundred Years' War.
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