
BORIS BOVE, STOLETÁ VÁLKA, PRAHA: KAROLINUM 2021, 226 PAGES

The Hundred Years’ War is a topic much investigated in mediaeval studies in France 
and beyond. From recent decades alone, one could mention works by Favier,1 
Contamine,2 Minois3 and the more broadly-conceived synthesis by Valerie Toureille 
focused on social history.4 Furthermore, I am disregarding English historiography 
here for obvious reasons, where the war is also a major topic.5 The common denomi-
nator for all these studies is a focus on political and war history, or finding links be-
tween the conflict and transformations in contemporaneous society. 

Boris Bove’s slender synthesis escapes this concept. Bove has undoubtedly made 
good use of his previous extensive monograph6 and built on his research focus on 
the nature of the late mediaeval French monarchy as determined by F. Autrand, 
C. Beaune and .B Schnerb.7 He has divided his study into six chapters, in which he 
progressively investigates the general nature of the crisis and causes of war, its influ-
ence on changes in the tax system in France, public opinion and methods of public 
communication, the response of elites and their internal conflicts, and finally the 
characteristics of post-war France and societies in the mid-15th century and also how 
the events of the previous century marked and changed this.

This would all be nothing new. But what makes Bove’s approach an original one is 
his methodological concept of the Hundred Years’ War. For him, this is above all a his-
toriographic construct and not the course of historical events or a social phenom-
enon. Bove goes even further and handles it as a kind of catalyst of societal processes. 
He does not explain its occurrence merely as the consequence of previous political 
and power struggles between France and England, although he does not deny that 
these did happen. What he considers much more important, however, is a crisis in the 
mediaeval state, transforming the vassal system into a serfdom principle. Even this 
would not be a new idea, with Pocquet du Haut-Jussé having come up with a similar 
idea a number of decades ago.8 Haut-Jussé, however, linked it to the formation of the 
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early absolutist features of Louis XI’s reign, while Bove sees it as a factor transform-
ing the island monarchy and the high Capetian kingdom into a monarchy of sover-
eign princes who are able to absorb the relicts of previous vassalages only at the cost 
of a fundamental and open conflict: from this perspective, Louis IX’s Treaty of Paris 
signed with England’s Henry III is transformed from a document of peace to a casus 
belli for the future. War itself here, however, does not merely comprise the course of 
battles, diplomatic negotiations and periods of truce and peace. In a sensitive man-
ner, Bove perceives the strengths and weaknesses of both warring armies in terms 
of their equipment and tactics, but he subjects his interpretation of the battlefield 
situation to finding social and administrative causes and contexts on both sides of the 
English Channel. And finally, he views war operations in particular from the perspec-
tive of their conceivable impacts on both monarchies. Thus, the Hundred Years’ War 
changes from a mediaeval battle of knights into a modern and complex conflict, and 
not just a military one. While this may arouse some doubts, it is worth examining this 
contention further.

Even more interesting are the passages portraying the war as a catalyst for the 
transformation of the mediaeval state. It is here that Bove is the most convincing, 
and he produces truly original and fascinating arguments. First of all, he looks at tax 
reform. On the one hand, the conflict and its permanent costs forced the king to find 
regular sources of income, abandoning the principle of the monarch “living from his 
own sources”, no longer dependent on taxes collected by the aristocracy. Thus the 
idea of regular taxation was born, further boosting the modernising features of 
the monarchy, shifting it away from mediaeval rule towards the early modern state, 
but arousing reaction from the noble elites, who soon recognised that this trend 
threatened their position, and attempted to find alternative ways to take control. 
Here, Bove further refines the long-running discourse within French historiography 
and on state bureaucratisation at the end of the Middle Ages which I have already 
mentioned, adding fiscal background and the motivation of privileged groups’ posi-
tions to it. The question here remains of whether the capture of the king really did 
have the influence on the implementation of permanent tax that the author believes: 
the ransom for Louis IX did not result in such an effect, and an explanation of this fact 
would be worth further consideration.

Another major topic is the course of public opinion. Here too, the author was able 
to make use of the results of ongoing research, focused, however, mainly on tech-
niques and strategies.9 Bove moves this forward through his thoughts on the forma-
tion of a “civil society” of the un-privileged, which alongside the elites represents 
another limiting factor in the king’s actions. He also moves it forward by pointing out 
that this was an impetus to create a rule of law, if one that aligned with the period. 
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While the king remained ruler “by the grace of God”, he did have to find new strat-
egies for communicating with the public, and for the author this is another major 
feature of France’s late mediaeval transformation.

Within this chosen discourse, he then looks at and interprets political events in 
the country in the second half of the Hundred Years’ War: Charles V’s successes, the 
twists and turns during the rule of his mentally ill son and the resulting war of the 
princes, and at the end of his study he presents Charles VII’s regime as a victory for 
reforms and the beginnings of France’s political and national consolidation.

Bove’s work, benefiting from the traditional historical craft, might seem too con-
servative in its methodological concept to some critics. One can certainly wonder 
whether everything the author analyses really had to take place with the iron logic he 
has laid out. Sometimes one cannot ignore the suspicion that Bove has succumbed to 
an ex eventu perspective: there is a question, for example, of whether the Capetian re-
vival would have achieved such success if Charles the Bold had not met an essentially 
accidental death in Nancy. But similarly, the question arises of whether a perspective 
constructed in this way remains within the historian’s vision. On the other hand, the 
work is an excellent example of absolute mastery of a topic in a small space, and the 
rehabilitation of intelligently executed event historiography. The essay form, which 
appears to be gaining ground in contemporary historiography,10 makes Bove’s work 
comprehensible and appealing to the general public.
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