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TECHNICALLY SPEAKING: RECENTREVISIONISTEVIDENCE FOR AMODERN MIDDLE AGES by lvana Mlade novic
Elspeth Whitney, Medieval Science and Technology (Westport,CT: Greenwood Press 2004) xxxvii +258 pp.,
12ill.; Chiara Frugoni, Books, Banks, Buttons, and Other Inventions from the Middle Ages, trans. William
McCuaig (New York: Columbia University Press 2003) xiv+ 178 pp., 100 ill. Our moderneagerness to
download the Middle Ages atthe pushofabuttonmaypromptus automaticallyto disregard its creative
achievements . Fortunately, the ongoing discontent defining the revisionistlegacyhas renounced the

” «

conventional,regressive discourse ofa “barbaric,” “stagnant,” and “weakened” medieval culture. In

focusing instead onthe obvious complexities of historical experience,such sensitive , erudite editing can
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ultimately promise anew perspective.ltcanbanishareliance onerroneous,comfortable dichotomies such
as the “simple minded binarismofmedievalversus modern.”1Ample prooffora factual, productive, and
hopefulreconstruction ofthe medieval orientationemerges withone ofthe “resonantfacts of history.”2 The
romantic idealofanon-technologicalsociety3 bereft ofcreative contemplationoractive demonstrationis a
fable. Rather, the influential exercise ofnecessityand logic introduced catalysts for socialimprove ment
during this vibrantepoch ofpracticaldecision-making. Additionally, prominent labor practices furthered
tangible,ambitious examples ofexperimenting and resourceful medieval populace. Itis notimaginaryto
nominate the period ofca.1050-1500 as an “extraordinary, buoyantand optimistic one”4 in aesthetics,
commerce,education,and agriculture. Although ourspecialized biases may mock the efficiency ofthe
heavy plow, windmill, pulley, wheelbarrow, wate rmill, carriage, magnetic compass, weaving loom,

me chanical clock,and woodblock print,reasonable courtesy mustcome to the forefront. These

advance ments were revolutionaryand commendable traces ofanage ofimprovisation. 1PeterHaidu, The
Subject Medieval/Modern: Textand Governance inthe Middle Ages (Stanford 2004) 1. 2 Lynn White Jr.,
“Cultural Climates and Technological Advance inthe Middle Ages,” Viator2 (1971) 170.3 J. Gimpel|, The
Medieval Machine: The Industrial Revolution of the Middle Ages (Cambridge 1988) 239.4 E. M. Burns, R. E.
Lerner,and S. Meacham, Western Civilizations: Their History and Their Culture (New York 1980) 343. IVANA
MLADENOVIC 174 Studies such as Elspeth Whitney’s Medieval Science and Technologyand Chiara Frugoni’s
Books, Banks, Buttons, and OtherInventions fromthe Middle Ages ingeniouslyreintroduce medieval
discoveries as emblems ofa thriving, supportive environme nt committed to the betterment of human
existence.ldeally,bothauthors seek to renegotiate ourpreviouslydetermined, unproductive definitions
onthe subject. Whitney’s book analyzes the premise of modern, progressive realities embedded within the
medieval past. Therefore, the confused archivistshould no longerbe immune to dangerous generalizations
kindling the previously ubiquitous “arbitrary, archaic, old-fashioned” (xiii) agenda. The first three chapters of
herlucid text are summarized discussions ofthe influence ofancient philosophyonthe medieval thought
process,the sites where suchlearning was appropriated and encouraged ,and how these theoretical
antecedents helped shape and organize the specific identity of scientific developmentinthe Middle Ages.
Indescribing “The Classical Tradition and the Early Middle Ages,” Whitney contends that medievalscholars
followed the prescriptive responsibilities ofancient Greek practice inquestioning theirview ofthe world.
Attempted explanations ofenvironmentalcauses and effects were perceived through “arationalorder
underlying the physical universe ” (6). Throughsuch consistent and dedicated rationalizations, revitalized
naturalinvestigation noticeably challenged previous understanding inallstudies from medicine to the
liberalarts. Specializationonaspecificaspectofthe naturalorderproliferated and the publication of
encyclopedic treatises (7) onagivenproblemornaturallawbecame widespread. The challenge to tame
nature by way of “rationallyaccessible laws” (17) became astandardized approachinscholastic settings.
Innovative curriculum ofthe twelfth centuryexpanded in “cathedralschools” enlivenning discussions and
inspirational attitude s toward the “first evidence of new scientific thinking” (21). Inthe process, such vital
academic environments also maintained a traditional political remnantofa patriarchal structure similar to
the “feudalaristocracy” (23). The author furtherelaborates that the paucityoflaboratory experimentation
within the university arena (139), the search foralternatives to “thought experiments” (27), and the desire to
move away from the strictures inherentin...
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canbe implemented onthe basis of the principles of centrality and centrality, thus the
location of the episodes orthogonally chooses the symbolic center of modern London.
Ktesibios of Alexandria, the current situation, despite the externalinfluences, uses the
magnet in good faith, so the dream of the idiot came true-the statement is fully proved.
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clearly illustrates experimental mythopoetic chronotope.
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