Landesbibliothek Oldenburg

Digitalisierung von Drucken

A View Of Society In Europe, In Its Progress From
Rudeness To Refinement: Or, Inquiries Concerning The
History Of Law, Government, And Manners

Stuart, Gilbert
Edinburgh, 1778

Chapter IV. The Fall of Chivalry as Military Establishment. The Knights of
Honour lose their Consideration. Their Numbers and Venality. Wealth
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5 R R R i IV.

The Fall of Chivalry as a Military Eftablifbment. The Knights
of Honour lofé their Confideration. Their Numbers and Venali
ty.  Wealth becomes a more folid Title to Kuighthood than per-
Jonal Merat,  This Dignity is connecled with the Poffeffion of
a Fee. 1t ceafes to be Honourable, and is made a Subject of
Compulfion. Fines for the Exemption from Knighthood. The
antient Chivalry difappears on the Rife of Regular Armies.

LL the fplendour and advantages of the antient chivalry
A could not uphold the feudal militia. The dubbed
knight, or the knight of honour, was to fall with the mere mili-
tary tenant, or the knight of tenure. Chivalry was to decay as
well as knight-fervice. 'When they cealed to give a mutual aid
and fupport, they were foon to operate in a contrary direftion,
and to promote the decline of each other.

In the order of dubbed knights, there were neceflarily a mul-
titude of warriours; whofe military renown had chiefly entitled

them to the inveftiture of arms, and whofe accomplifbments
were
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were greater than their fortunes. Their knowledge in war, and
the rank to which they were advanced by the ceremonial of
knighthood, gave them the capacity of alting in all ftations.
Their poverty, fplendid, but inconvenient, made them attach
themfelves, in a more particular manner, to princes and nobles (1).
From thefe they received penfions, and, in the houfeholds of
thefe, they enjoyed and fuftained honours:and offices, Men of
rank were to vie with one another in their numbers and attach-
ment. They became a part of the garniture, the magnificence,

and the pride of nobility (2).

There were thus, in the declenfion of the feudal army, a {oci=
ety of men, who could fupply the perfonal fervice and attend-
ance of the luxurious and the great. A fubftitution of knights,
in the place of the barons and vaflals of the crown, was thence
to prevail very generally. And, while knights were, in this
manner, to wound deeply the military difcipline and arrange-
ments, they were to throw a contempt on knighthood by their
numbers and venality. ‘The change of manners, and the ules of
wealtly, had tarnifhed the luftre and the glories of the antient

chivalry.

In the ftate of its degradation, the long and hard apprentice~
fhip to arms which, of old, had prepared the candidate for the
firugrles and the cares of knighthood, was forgotten.  The pol-

feffion of a portion of land was to be fufficient to give a title to

this
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this dignity. It was annexed to a knight’s fee. The unaccom-
plithed proprietor of a few acres was to be adorned with the
{word, and to be admitted to the ceremonies of knighthood.
But he could not hold its honours, They had pafled away for
ever. The order, which had ennobled kings, and greatnefs, fu-
preme power, and the lofticlt acquirements, grew to be mean

and trivial.

The afpiring and the meritorious who, of old, courted and ex-
pected knighthood, with the moft paffionate ardour and the
fondeft hope, were now to avoid it with anxiety, and to receive
it with difguft. Aa unhappy exertion of prerogative was to
add to its humiliation, Princes, to uphold their armies, were to
iflue freqm’:nt proclamations, which required all the military te-
nants of the crown to appear before them on a certain day, and
to be girt with the belt of knighthood (3). Having ceafed to be
an obje of choice, it was to be made a fubject of compulfion,
A fingle knight’s fee held of the crown, being deemed an ample
enough fortune to entitle to knighthood, its pofleffor, if unwilling
to accept this dignity, was compelled to receive it(4) Senility,
irrecoverable weaknefs, and lofs of limbs, were the only excufes
to be admitted for his refufal. If he had not thefe reafons to
plead, and neglefted to take the honour of knighthood, his e-
ftate was diftrained by the officers of the revenue (5). Men
were to buy, as a privilege, a refpite and an exemption from

- knighthood ;

——
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knighthood; and princes, when they could not recover their

armies, were to fill their exchequers(6).

In a condition, not merely of meannefs, but of difgrace and
calamity, the antient chivalry could not exift long. It was worn
out to extremity ; and the military and regular eftablithments
to which the defects of the feudal arrangements pointed fo
firongly, were to fuperfede its ufes and advantages. It did not
die, as fo many writers have fancied, of the ridicule of Cer-
yantes, but of old age, defpondence, and debility.
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