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Jonathan Sumption and the Hundred Years' War

The Hundred Years' War, a monumental conflict between England and France from 1337 to 1453,
has been the subject of extensive historical inquiry and debate. One of the most significant
contributions to our understanding of this prolonged struggle comes from British historian Jonathan
Sumption. His multi-volume work titled "The Hundred Years War" has reshaped the narrative
surrounding this historical period, providing new insights into the political, social, and military
dimensions of the conflict. In this article, we will explore Sumption's interpretations and analyses,
the key themes in his work, and the broader implications of the Hundred Years' War on European
history.

Background of the Hundred Years' War

The Hundred Years' War was not just one continuous battle but a series of conflicts, truces, and
intermittent peace treaties. It stemmed from a complex interplay of territorial disputes, dynastic
claims, and political aspirations. Here are some key points to understand the background of this
war:

1. Dynastic Claims: The war began primarily over the English claims to the French throne. When
Charles IV of France died without a male heir in 1328, Edward III of England, a grandson of Philip
IV of France through his mother, asserted his right to the French crown.

2. Territorial Disputes: The conflict also involved the control of territories in France, particularly the
Duchy of Aquitaine, which was a significant source of income for the English crown.

3. Economic Factors: The wool trade was crucial for the English economy, and the French attempts
to control this trade fueled the conflict. The control of trade routes and resources became a
significant aspect of the war.

Jonathan Sumption's Contributions

Jonathan Sumption, a former barrister and a prominent historian, has dedicated much of his
research to the Hundred Years' War. His work is characterized by meticulous research,
comprehensive narratives, and a balanced analysis of both sides of the conflict. Sumption's major
contributions can be summarized as follows:

Multi-Volume Structure

Sumption's exploration of the Hundred Years' War is presented in a series of volumes:

1. Volume I: Trial by Battle (1990) - This volume covers the early stages of the war, focusing on the
battles such as Crécy and Poitiers, and the significant military developments of the period.
2. Volume II: Trial by Fire (1999) - In this volume, Sumption delves into the later stages of the



conflict, examining the political and military strategies adopted by both England and France,
including the rise of Joan of Arc.

3. Volume III: The Road to Crécy (2009) - This volume provides a detailed analysis of the events
leading up to one of the war's most famous battles.

4. Volume IV: The Agincourt War (2015) - This final volume discusses the culmination of the war,
particularly focusing on the famous Battle of Agincourt and its aftermath.

Historically Rich Narratives

Sumption’s narratives are rich in detail and provide context that goes beyond mere military history.
He incorporates:

- Personal Accounts: Sumption includes letters, chronicles, and memoirs from individuals who lived
through the events, offering readers a glimpse into the lives of people affected by the war.

- Political Intrigue: The political machinations of the time are explored, including the roles of key
figures such as Edward III, Philip VI, and Charles VII.

- Social Context: Sumption places emphasis on how the war affected the civilian population,
including the economic hardships and societal changes brought about by prolonged conflict.

Key Themes in Sumption's Work

Jonathan Sumption's interpretation of the Hundred Years' War brings forth several key themes that
are vital for understanding this historical period.

Military Innovation

One of the most notable aspects of the Hundred Years' War was the evolution of military tactics and
technology. Sumption highlights:

- The Longbow: The English longbow became a formidable weapon, allowing relatively untrained
archers to inflict significant casualties on heavily armored knights.

- Changes in Warfare: The war marked a shift from traditional feudal battles to more organized and
strategic military campaigns, laying the groundwork for modern warfare.

National Identity

The Hundred Years' War played a crucial role in the development of national identities in both
England and France. Sumption argues that:

- Rise of Nationalism: The conflict fostered a sense of national consciousness among the English and
French populations, as they rallied around their respective crowns.

- Cultural Impact: The war influenced literature, art, and culture, with figures like Joan of Arc
becoming symbols of national pride.



Political Consequences

The war had profound political repercussions in both England and France. Sumption discusses:

- Weakening of Feudalism: The conflict contributed to the decline of feudalism, as the need for
centralized authority grew stronger.

- Dynastic Changes: The war resulted in shifts in power and leadership, particularly in France,
where the Valois dynasty emerged stronger by the end of the conflict.

Critiques and Controversies

While Sumption’s work has been widely acclaimed, it has also faced criticism. Some historians argue
that:

- Bias: There are claims that Sumption exhibits a bias towards the English perspective, potentially
oversimplifying the complexities of the French position.

- Depth of Analysis: Others critique the depth of some analyses, suggesting that certain social
aspects may be underexplored.

Conclusion

Jonathan Sumption's work on the Hundred Years' War has significantly enriched our understanding
of this pivotal conflict in European history. Through his detailed narratives, rigorous research, and
exploration of key themes, he has provided a nuanced portrayal that challenges traditional
perspectives. As we continue to study and interpret the Hundred Years' War, Sumption's
contributions will undoubtedly remain a cornerstone for historians, offering valuable insights into
the political, military, and social dynamics of the period. In an era where the lessons of history are
more relevant than ever, understanding the complexities of the Hundred Years' War through
Sumption's lens helps us appreciate the intricate tapestry of medieval Europe and the enduring
impact of its events on contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Jonathan Sumption and what is his contribution to the
study of the Hundred Years' War?

Jonathan Sumption is a British historian and former barrister known for his extensive work on the
Hundred Years' War. His multi-volume series 'The Hundred Years War' provides a detailed narrative
and analysis of the conflict, exploring its political, military, and social aspects.



What are the main themes explored in Jonathan Sumption's
work on the Hundred Years' War?

Sumption's work explores themes such as the nature of warfare, the impact of political alliances, the
role of key figures, and the socio-economic consequences of the conflict. He emphasizes the
complexities of medieval society and the interplay between war and politics.

How does Jonathan Sumption's interpretation of the Hundred
Years' War differ from traditional narratives?

Sumption offers a more nuanced and detailed interpretation, focusing on the experiences of both the
English and French sides, rather than a one-sided view. He challenges popular myths and
emphasizes the war's long-term implications on European history.

What primary sources does Jonathan Sumption utilize in his
analysis of the Hundred Years' War?

Sumption uses a variety of primary sources, including chronicles, letters, and official documents
from both England and France. His research is grounded in these historical texts, providing a well-
rounded perspective on the events of the war.

What impact has Jonathan Sumption's writing had on the
public understanding of the Hundred Years' War?

Sumption's writing has made the history of the Hundred Years' War more accessible to a wider
audience, encouraging both academic discourse and public interest. His engaging narrative style
and thorough research have contributed to a resurgence of interest in medieval history.

What are the titles of the volumes in Jonathan Sumption's
series on the Hundred Years' War?

The series includes 'The Hundred Years War, Volume 1: Trial by Battle' (1990), 'Volume 2: Trial by
Fire' (1999), 'Volume 3: Divided Houses' (2009), and 'Volume 4: Cursed Kings' (2016). Each volume
covers different phases and aspects of the conflict.

How does Jonathan Sumption address the role of key figures
in the Hundred Years' War?

Sumption highlights the significance of figures such as Edward III, Charles V, and Joan of Arc,
analyzing their motivations, decisions, and the impact of their actions on the course of the war. He
presents them within the broader context of their time, examining their legacies.
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