
joan of arc and the hundred years war

The Hundred Years' War: Joan of Arc's Pivotal Role and Lasting Legacy

joan of arc and the hundred years war represent a watershed moment in medieval European history, a period
defined by relentless conflict and the dramatic emergence of a national heroine. This extended struggle, primarily
between England and France, spanned over a century and was characterized by shifting alliances, devastating
battles, and profound political and social consequences for both kingdoms. Within this tumultuous backdrop,
the story of Joan of Arc unfolds, a young peasant girl who claimed divine guidance and galvanized the flagging
French forces towards a decisive turning point. Her brief but impactful military career and subsequent
martyrdom irrevocably altered the course of the war and cemented her place as a symbol of French national
identity and unwavering faith. This article will delve into the intricate causes of the Hundred Years' War,
explore Joan of Arc's extraordinary rise, her military campaigns and impact on French morale, her capture and
trial, and the enduring legacy of both the conflict and its most famous figure.
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The Seeds of Conflict: Understanding the Hundred Years' War

The Hundred Years' War, a protracted series of conflicts fought intermittently from 1337 to 1453, was not
a single, continuous war but rather a dynastic struggle with deep-rooted causes. At its core lay a complex
web of feudal obligations, territorial disputes, and competing claims to the French throne. The English
monarchs, as vassals of the French crown for their territories in France, found themselves in an increasingly
untenable position, caught between their sovereignty as kings and their subservience as dukes.



The English Claim and French Succession

A primary catalyst for the war was the death of the last Capetian king of France, Charles IV, in 1328,
without a direct male heir. This created a succession crisis that the English King Edward III, as the son of
Charles IV's sister Isabella, believed gave him a strong claim to the French throne. However, French feudal law
and custom, particularly the Salic Law which excluded inheritance through the female line, favored Philip VI, a
cousin of Charles IV, who ascended the throne as the first Valois king. Edward initially paid homage to Philip
for his French lands, but the underlying tension of his claim simmered, waiting for an opportune moment to ignite.

Early English Dominance and French Despair

The early decades of the war were marked by significant English military successes. The English, employing
innovative tactics and superior weaponry, such as the longbow, inflicted crushing defeats on the French at
battles like Cr�cy (1346) and Poitiers (1356). These victories led to the capture of French nobility, the
ransoming of kings, and the territorial expansion of English holdings in France, most notably through the
Treaty of Br�tigny (1360). By the early 15th century, France was in a state of profound disarray, plagued
by internal strife, economic hardship, and a sense of impending national collapse. The English occupied large
swathes of French territory, and the Dauphin Charles (later Charles VII) was struggling to assert his
authority.

The Emergence of Joan of Arc

It was against this backdrop of despair and foreign occupation that Joan of Arc, a peasant girl from the
village of Domr�my, entered the historical arena. Her story is one of extraordinary faith, courage, and an
unwavering belief in her divinely appointed mission to save France.

Divine Voices and a Nation's Hope

Joan, born around 1412, claimed to have begun hearing the voices of saints Michael, Catherine, and Margaret
from a young age. These celestial messengers, she asserted, instructed her to support the Dauphin Charles and
expel the English from France. At a time when French morale was at its lowest ebb, her conviction and
pronouncements resonated with a desperate populace and a wavering leadership. Her journey to Chinon in 1429
to meet the Dauphin, navigating through enemy-held territory, was a testament to her determination and the
burgeoning belief that she might be a divine instrument of salvation.

Joan's Military Campaigns and Their Impact

Joan of Arc's influence extended far beyond her brief military career; her presence ignited a potent wave of
nationalistic fervor and fundamentally shifted the psychological momentum of the war in favor of the French.

The Relief of Orl�ans

Joan's most significant early achievement was the lifting of the siege of Orl�ans in May 1429. For months, the
strategically vital city had been under siege by the English, and its fall seemed inevitable. Joan, clad in armor
and carrying a banner, arrived with a reinforcement convoy and, despite initial skepticism from some commanders,



inspired the French troops to an unprecedented offensive. Her fearless leadership, often seen at the forefront of
assaults, revitalized the soldiers and led to the swift expulsion of the English from the city. This victory was
a turning point, demonstrating that the English were not invincible and restoring hope to the French cause.

The Coronation at Reims

Following the triumph at Orl�ans, Joan urged the Dauphin to proceed with his coronation at Reims, the
traditional site for French coronations, which was deep within enemy-held territory. This symbolic act was
crucial for legitimizing Charles's claim to the throne and bolstering national unity. Joan's presence and
influence were instrumental in gathering support for the perilous march. The coronation of Charles VII in Reims
Cathedral in July 1429, with Joan standing proudly nearby, was a powerful propaganda victory for the
French and a significant blow to English claims.

Capture, Trial, and Execution

Joan of Arc's meteoric rise was tragically curtailed by her capture by Burgundian forces, allies of the English,
in May 1430. Her subsequent trial and execution were a politically motivated affair, aimed at discrediting
both her and the legitimacy of Charles VII's reign.

Political Machinations and Religious Accusations

The English and their Burgundian allies saw Joan as a dangerous symbol and sought to neutralize her influence.
She was sold to the English and put on trial for heresy by a pro-English ecclesiastical court in Rouen, presided
over by Bishop Pierre Cauchon. The charges against her were numerous, including witchcraft, cross-dressing,
and heresy, all designed to portray her as a tool of the devil rather than an instrument of God. The trial was
riddled with procedural irregularities and political pressure, aiming to force a confession and condemnation.

The Trial and Condemnation

Despite her brave defense and consistent assertion of her divine mission, Joan was ultimately condemned. Under
immense pressure, she initially recanted some of her claims, but later recanted her recantation, a decision that
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 death, intended to extinguish her influence, paradoxically solidified her status as a
martyr and a national icon.

Joan of Arc's Legacy and the End of the War

Though Joan of Arc did not live to see the final victory, her actions and martyrdom had a profound and
lasting impact on the Hundred Years' War and on French national identity.

The Aftermath for France and England

Joan's victories and the subsequent coronation of Charles VII revitalized French morale and paved the way for



a gradual French resurgence. The war continued for another two decades after Joan's death, but the tide had
decisively turned. French military reforms and the increasing expulsion of English forces led to the final defeat
of the English in 1453, marking the end of their continental ambitions. England, though battered, emerged with a
more unified national identity, while France, galvanized by Joan's example, began its journey toward becoming a
centralized and powerful nation-state.

Joan's Sainthood and Enduring Symbolism

In the decades following the war, Joan of Arc's reputation grew. A posthumous retrial, ordered by Pope
Callixtus III in 1456, exonerated her of all charges and declared her a martyr. Over the centuries, she became
an enduring symbol of French patriotism, courage, and religious devotion. Her canonization as a saint by the
Catholic Church in 1920 cemented her iconic status, both within France and globally, representing an
unbreakable spirit in the face of overwhelming odds.

---

FAQ

Q: What were the primary causes of the Hundred Years' War?
A: The primary causes of the Hundred Years' War were the complex succession crisis following the death of the
last Capetian king of France without a direct male heir, leading to Edward III of England's claim to the French
throne, and the ongoing territorial disputes and feudal tensions between the English monarchy (who held
significant lands in France as vassals) and the French crown.

Q: How did Joan of Arc become involved in the Hundred Years' War?
A: Joan of Arc became involved in the Hundred Years' War after she claimed to receive divine guidance from
saints instructing her to support the Dauphin Charles and drive the English out of France. At a time of great
French despair, her conviction and perceived divine mission led her to seek out the Dauphin and offer her services
to the French cause.

Q: What was Joan of Arc's most significant military contribution?
A: Joan of Arc's most significant military contribution was her role in lifting the siege of Orl�ans in 1429. Her
inspirational leadership and presence on the battlefield revitalized the demoralized French troops, leading to a
decisive victory that marked a crucial turning point in the war and restored hope to the French.

Q: Why was Joan of Arc put on trial?
A: Joan of Arc was put on trial by an ecclesiastical court in Rouen, which was largely controlled by pro-
English factions. The trial was politically motivated, aimed at discrediting her claims of divine guidance and by
extension, the legitimacy of Charles VII's coronation and reign. She was accused of heresy, witchcraft, and
other religious offenses.

Q: What was the outcome of Joan of Arc's trial?
A: The outcome of Joan of Arc's trial was her condemnation as a heretic. Despite her assertions of innocence
and divine inspiration, she was pressured into recanting, and later reaffirmed her original testimony. She was



subsequently burned at the stake as a heretic in 1431.

Q: Did Joan of Arc live to see the end of the Hundred Years' War?
A: No, Joan of Arc did not live to see the end of the Hundred Years' War. She was captured and executed in
1431, while the war continued until 1453.

Q: How did Joan of Arc influence the later stages of the Hundred Years'
War?
A: Joan of Arc's actions, particularly the relief of Orl�ans and the coronation at Reims, significantly
boosted French morale and helped shift the psychological momentum of the war in favor of France. This
revitalization contributed to the eventual French victory, even though it occurred after her death.

Q: What is Joan of Arc's lasting legacy?
A: Joan of Arc's lasting legacy is that of a national heroine of France, a symbol of courage, faith, and
patriotism. She is revered as a martyr and was canonized as a saint by the Catholic Church. Her story
continues to inspire people as an example of someone who achieved extraordinary feats against overwhelming
odds.
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