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TECHNICALLY S PEAKING : RECENT REVIS IONIS T EVIDENCE FOR A MODERN MIDDLE AG ES  by Ivana Mlade novic
Els pe th Whitne y, Me die val S cie nce  and Te chnolog y (We s tport, CT: G re e nwood Pre s s  20 0 4) xxxvii + 258 pp.,
12 ill.; Chiara Frug oni, Books , Banks , Buttons , and Othe r Inve ntions  from the  Middle  Ag e s , trans . William
McCuaig  (Ne w York: Columbia Unive rs ity Pre s s  20 0 3) xiv+ 178 pp., 10 0  ill. Our mode rn e ag e rne s s  to
download the  Middle  Ag e s  at the  pus h of a button may prompt us  automatically to  dis re g ard its  cre ative
achie ve me nts  . Fortunate ly, the  ong oing  dis conte nt de fining  the  re vis ionis t le g acy has  re nounce d the
conve ntional, re g re s s ive  dis cours e  of a “barbaric  ,” “s tag nant,” and “we ake ne d” me die val culture . In
focus ing  ins te ad on the  obvious  comple xitie s  of his torical e xpe rie nce , s uch s e ns itive  , e rudite  e diting  can
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ultimate ly promis e  a ne w pe rs pe ctive . It can banis h a re liance  on e rrone ous , comfortable  dichotomie s  s uch
as  the  “s imple  minde d binaris m of me die val ve rs us  mode rn.”1 Ample  proof for a factual, productive , and
hope ful re cons truction of the  me die val orie ntation e me rg e s  with one  of the  “re s onant facts  of his tory.”2 The
romantic  ide al of a non-te chnolog ical s ocie ty3 be re E of cre ative  conte mplation or active  de mons tration is  a
fable . Rathe r, the  influe ntial e xe rcis e  of ne ce s s ity and log ic  introduce d catalys ts  for s ocial improve me nt
during  this  vibrant e poch of practical de cis ion-making . Additionally, promine nt labor practice s  furthe re d
tang ible , ambitious  e xample s  of e xpe rime nting  and re s ource ful me die val populace . It is  not imag inary to
nominate  the  pe riod of ca. 10 50 –150 0  as  an “e xtraordinary, buoyant and optimis tic  one ”4 in ae s the tics ,
comme rce , e ducation, and ag riculture . Althoug h our s pe cializ e d bias e s  may mock the  e Hicie ncy of the
he avy plow, windmill, pulle y, whe e lbarrow, wate rmill, carriag e , mag ne tic  compas s , we aving  loom,
me chanical c lock, and woodblock print, re as onable  courte s y mus t come  to  the  fore front . The s e
advance me nts  we re  re volutionary and comme ndable  trace s  of an ag e  of improvis ation. 1 Pe te r Haidu, The
S ubje ct Me die val/Mode rn: Te xt and G ove rnance  in the  Middle  Ag e s  (S tanford 20 0 4) 1. 2 Lynn White  Jr.,
“Cultural Climate s  and Te chnolog ical Advance  in the  Middle  Ag e s ,” Viator 2 (19 71) 170 . 3 J. G impe l, The
Me die val Machine : The  Indus trial Re volution of the  Middle  Ag e s  (Cambridg e  19 88) 239 . 4 E. M. Burns , R. E.
Le rne r, and S . Me acham, We s te rn Civiliz ations : The ir His tory and The ir Culture  (Ne w York 19 80 ) 343. IVANA
MLADENOVIC 174 S tudie s  s uch as  Els pe th Whitne y’s  Me die val S cie nce  and Te chnolog y and Chiara Frug oni’s
Books , Banks , Buttons , and Othe r Inve ntions  from the  Middle  Ag e s  ing e nious ly re introduce  me die val
dis cove rie s  as  e mble ms  of a thriving , s upportive  e nvironme nt committe d to  the  be tte rme nt of human
e xis te nce . Ide ally, both authors  s e e k to  re ne g otiate  our pre vious ly de te rmine d, unproductive  de finitions
on the  s ubje ct. Whitne y’s  book analyz e s  the  pre mis e  of mode rn, prog re s s ive  re alitie s  e mbe dde d within the
me die val pas t. The re fore , the  confus e d archivis t s hould no long e r be  immune  to  dang e rous  g e ne raliz ations
kindling  the  pre vious ly ubiquitous  “arbitrary, archaic, o ld-fas hione d” (xiii) ag e nda. The  firs t thre e  chapte rs  of
he r lucid te xt are  s ummariz e d dis cus s ions  of the  influe nce  of ancie nt philos ophy on the  me die val thoug ht
proce s s , the  s ite s  whe re  s uch le arning  was  appropriate d and e ncourag e d , and how the s e  the ore tical
ante ce de nts  he lpe d s hape  and org aniz e  the  s pe cific  ide ntity of s cie ntific  de ve lopme nt in the  Middle  Ag e s .
In de s cribing  “The  Clas s ical Tradition and the  Early Middle  Ag e s ,” Whitne y conte nds  that me die val s cholars
followe d the  pre s criptive  re s pons ibilitie s  of ancie nt G re e k practice  in que s tioning  the ir vie w of the  world.
Atte mpte d e xplanations  of e nvironme ntal caus e s  and e He cts  we re  pe rce ive d throug h “a rational orde r
unde rlying  the  phys ical unive rs e  ” (6 ). Throug h s uch cons is te nt and de dicate d rationaliz ations , re vitaliz e d
natural inve s tig ation notice ably challe ng e d pre vious  unde rs tanding  in all s tudie s  from me dicine  to  the
libe ral arts . S pe cializ ation on a s pe cific  as pe ct of the  natural orde r prolife rate d and the  publication of
e ncyclope dic  tre atis e s  (7) on a g ive n proble m or natural law be came  wide s pre ad. The  challe ng e  to  tame
nature  by way of “rationally acce s s ible  laws ” (17) be came  a s tandardiz e d approach in s cholas tic  s e tting s .
Innovative  curriculum of the  twe lEh ce ntury e xpande d in “cathe dral s chools ” e nlive ning  dis cus s ions  and
ins pirational attitude s  toward the  “firs t e vide nce  of ne w s cie ntific  thinking ” (21). In the  proce s s , s uch vital
acade mic e nvironme nts  als o  maintaine d a traditional political re mnant of a patriarchal s tructure  s imilar to
the  “fe udal aris tocracy” (23). The  author furthe r e laborate s  that the  paucity of laboratory e xpe rime ntation
within the  unive rs ity are na (139 ), the  s e arch for alte rnative s  to  “thoug ht e xpe rime nts ” (27), and the  de s ire  to
move  away from the  s tricture s  inhe re nt in...
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