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ment for town control of schools took place somewhat later 

1n northern ·F;urope than in Italy, Just as the growth or t~e 

cities themselves occurred later. 

In Germany, tor example, 1n the thirteenth century, 
many towns ware t~king sta:pa to esta.hl13h achocls un­
der the control of town authorities. Among these were 
Cologne, 1•Iw1i0h, Lil.beck, Breelau, Trier,· ~a.mburg, 
Hanover, and Dresden. Similar steps were being taken 
in the NetherlandB and to a leoae-r degree ~n France.'.32 

The r1ae of t:nese popular sohcola, controlled. a.nd 1..d.minis­

tered by the aecul11-r author1 tiea, 1a soznel1hat clouded 1n 

o't,sourity. It seems that the tei-wn acquired the privil~e:es 

of pat1•one.ga by ma.king provisions tor a school 'by the ereo­

tlon of a schoolhouse or a grant toward.a the salary of the 

schoolmaster.33 Up to thie time the cathedral and parish 

eohools were the only ones available on tba Lat~n gramms.r 

level, -and. they were .wholly 1n,i<lequat& to oare for the gre~t 

nwnbera who now uought instruction. ?~e\f schools were neces­

sary. During the early time of <levelopment of these burgher 

schools, there was little ohange between these and the church 

schools. 

In general, these schools were rel1g1oua 111 aim and 
Latin ln content an,i repreaented not so much an effort 
to establish secular instruction as &lfPl1 · to exert 
o1v11 control over religious schools • .,,.... 

Thus, ~t the time of the foundation or the Brethren 1n 

,2Butts, ~· �~� •• p. 170. 

3'.3Pa.ulsen, .211• .2..U• , P· 29 • 

34Butta, .21?.• cit., p. l?O. 
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the second half of the fourteenth century, the schools in 

the Netherlands nnn Garmany were of three types; monastic or 

cathedral, parish, nnd mun1c1pa1.3S But there was also an­

other element 1n the development of the schools of the 

Netherla.ncls. Many temporal lords had obtained perm1aa1on 

or had s1mply gone ahead and erected schools and acquired the 

right to appoint the achoolmaster.36 But 1t must be remem­

bered that those schools were in every way a aohurohu school. 

But there seems to have baen some question as to who con­

t rolled thetn. The temporal princes ·or dukes aaaumed to ex­

ercise control over many schools on the ground that thay or 

their ancestors ha.cl founded them. :37 As a. result, we have a 

rather confusing p1cture of a struggle for control between 

the churoh 0 the nobility and the towns. The sources con-

sul tecl -~·ere 1ndef1n1 te on the subJeot of how the con1'11ot 

actually resolved itself, but 1t seems that a.a the late 

medieval period moved to a close, the towns and the nobility 

resolved their difficulty. In 1290, Floria V gave the school 

of Dortrecht to "the dear taith:tul citizens," and the control 

of schools in all the gr1nc1pal towns of the Netherland.a 

where the nobility was 1n authority was either conferred aa 

35Kandel, B.2• ·01t., p. 4,46. 

'.36Mar1nus M. Lourens, Education 1n lb!, Nethetlanda (Nev 
York: Netherlands Intorrna.t1on Bureau, 1942), P• 9. 

3?Eby and Arrowood, .2:2.• .211•, p. 820. 
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a gift or was purchased by the city author1t1ea.38 S1nce 

the relation of the town to the church 1n the matter ot 

school control is an exhaustive study beyond the scope ot 

this study, only the general results of this confl1ot 1n 

the Low Countries will be 1nd1oated here. Gradually, how­

ever, the towns obtained more control. In many places the 

sohoole became a publ1c-parooh1al institution. Often 

priests would do the teaching, but the town would pa:y their 

salar1ea and look upon them as public off1c1ala.39 This 

s eems to h.~ve been especially true on the parish level. 40 

Aa early as the fourteenth century, the Dutch proudly 
boast, "Instruction was the mono~oly of the o1t7 
governmen~s. and praot1ca.l.ly everyone could read and 
wr!te.u The town councils proTided the bu1ld1nge, re­
gulated tu1t1on, selected and paid the teaifera, and 
decided what eh1ld.ren should go to school. 

The moat px-om1nent of the new scheole were still the 

Latin Grammar schools, whose function was to provide train­

ing for the eons of the oommerc1al class so that they could 

better conduct their own bus1neeees and carry on the atta1ra 

of government and ~r their gu1lda. 

The character of instruction in these oity schools was 
precisely the same as that offered 1n the Church Latin 
schools. In establishing the new schools, the c1t1 
councils intended no retorm in curriculum or 1n method 

'.38Ib1d. 

J9Butt6, .$2.• cit., p. 21?. 

l~OPauleen, 21!• o1t., PP• 28-9. 

41Eby and Arrowood, il• c1 t., p. 820. 
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of teaching. It d.1d not occur to the council or to 
anyone else a.t that time that the matter or method ot 
1natruction in the c1ty schools needed to be different 
from those 1n church schools. The city sohoola were 
in all respects parallel to the church schools except 
in the niatter o.f control; t .hey rurn1Ehed the same op-
uortun1t1es of general education to ·the children ot · 
the burgher olAS8 of soc1ety that the clergy reoe1ved. 42 

It is interesting that even 1n those schools where town con­

trol wa.13 most pronounced, the Church retained the right of 

inspection through her scholasticus.43 

But there w~s also another avenue by which public edu­

ca tion aroae. This wae the guild school. As charitable and 

mutual a id. fl.Seooiatione, the ~il1lds, wh1oh were v~1ry active 

in the NetherlRnds Rt this time, numbered among their func­

tions the suuport of schools, assiatanoe or poor scholars, 

a.nd the payment of schoolmasters. 44 These schools came to 

represent the interests of the merchant and artisan clasaea, 

and gnve ins·truct1on in subjects of more practical value 

than had any of the schools hitherto. 

Tho guild schools were generally elementary 1n character, 
but they not infrequently attorded some secondary 1n­
struot1on. While most of the work was in the vernacu­
lar, courses 1n Latin and other h1gher aubJects were 
also afforded.45 

42 
~ •• p. 822. 

43nar1que, .sm,. o1t~, I, 141. 

44Eby and Arrowood, .Qll• ill• , p. 810. 

4SFrank P. Graves, !1:_ H1storz .QJ: E~uoat1on During lllt!. 
f~1ddl~ Ages ~ the Trans1tloJ\ .12,. Modern T1mee (New York: 
Maem1llan Co., 1910), p. 98. 
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Although the gui,lds demn.nded a new t1pe o-r 1nst:-uct1on,· 

their soh.oola were &"till taught by the clergy. Thaae were 

usu.ally the pI"1eats wllo ha.d been rata1ned to perform the 

neoessa.ry I"a11gious ott1ees for the members of the guild. 46 

But as the guild. orgnn1zat1ons grr.dua.lly merged with those 

of th~ towns, the guild schools were generally absorbed in­

to the mW1icip121.J. or burgher echeola. 

A third type of school connect ed with thP. rise or 

populfir education and sometimes connected with the mun1c1pa.l 

or guild sohool was the ·vernaeul.ar WP1ting and reading 

school. Burgher or town La.t1n schools l'Tere often . unable· to 

cops with the people who wanted to read and write. Many 

tovns found that they had to organize elementary schools tor 

the teaching of basic writing and reading 1n the common 

language of business life. Aoeording to the earliest aTail­

able historical suggestion, the towns ot Ghent and Brugh in 

the Netherlands wer~ the r1ret to secure vernacular wr1t;ng 

and reading· schools. The only reliable d.ooumenta17 informa­

tion shot1e tha.t Brussels t"ounded auch schools under inter-­

eating circumstances 1n 1320. 47 As Paulsen suggests 1n his 

1?0ok, Oe,r:man Education, Past !J.lli Present: 

After all has been ea1d it seems sate to assume that, 
at the end of the ~1ddle Ages, the entire population ot 
the to1·1ns, with the exception of the lowest classes, 

461l2111• 

47Eby ~nd Arrowood, 9.:2. o1t., p. 822. 



was able to rea<l a.nd to write. No stat1at1cs are 
::1.vn.ill'-ble, but the moet .conv1nc1ng ev1denoe that could 
be neeirad 1a afforded by the rapid develop~ant of the 
art of printing into en tmportant 1nduatry.~8 

To conclude this section on the r1ae ot popular educa­

tion, Eby and Arrouood list three additional h1ator1cal 

factors wh1oh were important in the eduoatlonal thlnk.1ng or 
the people of the Low Countries. 

/ f [Firat] The Ita.l.1an towns had. ·kept control of their - -:.. 
ancient mun1o1pal academies throughout the Middle Ages. 
and many lay teachcra were conducting private aohools. 
Contact with It~lian totms during the Crusades and 
1~.ter thru commerce must have carried this school tra­
d~t1on to the Ha.neeat1o centers of northern Europe. 
Dut even more important than th1e were the numerous 
ItB11an agents, refugees, and aa1lors who made their 
homes 1n these ports or stirring oommerc.1al lite • • • 
[Secondly] It is probable that Aristotle's support ot 
public education wao another tact.or that exerted oon­
ai<ierable influence. ~.long w1 th h1a logical and ph1lo­
soph1cal treatieea which came 1n by way of the Arabians, 
there came also translations of. hie Politics and Ethic§. 
These treatises, 1t w1ll be recalled. advocated public 
eduoe.tion. • • • [Thirdly] was the act1v1 ty of civil 
leaders from the Emperor down to the loeo.1 duke. It 
will be recalled that Charlemagne assumed the ~ead in 
the spread o( education throughout his vast domains. 
To be sure, the 1netruct1on that he promoted vas given 
1n monasteries and the cathedral and p~rish churches; 
moreover, only monks or ecoles1aet1ca were employed in 
ce.rry1ng out his educational program. Nevertheless, it 
ws.s the imperial power .and pQt the Church tha.t initiated 
this first reform movement.~ 

And. to meet the broad demand for the tools of learning, 

school fac111t1es had to ba vastly expanded. This expansion 

took place, however, not through the 1n1t1at1ve of the Church 

48Pl.l:ulsen, .22,. c1t. , P• JO· 
49Eby and Arrowood, rm,. c1li,., :OP• 818~9. 
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ann 1te !.UP~la@t1gy@, but throc8h the action ~f the tem­

poral ::1.uthor-1 tie·a. ,o 
The Development of Pract1oa.l Myat1c1sm 

At the very oore of the educat1onal work or the Breth­

r~m of the Common L1:f"e was the1r m.yst1c1sm. Th1s myst1o1am, 

how-ever, was unique in that 1t was- of an unusually practical 

n~ture. Their dfl.11y schedulR in.eluded nfJt on1y contemplation 

and atuey but aleo a strong amphae1s on Ohr1st111n charity 

and wo~lts of benevol4'nce. In addition, un11ka many of' the 

monastic orders, they sup!)orted themselves by var'.louA kinda . 

of ma.nuRl l ta.bor, R.nd at th,a '4ame t1·me, they required none ot 

the mon~.R·t 1o vows. 

According to aome wr1tnrs, the 8rsthren apJ}ea.red sud­

denly in the scene with no particular h1stor1eal antecedents. 

But c. Ullm·ann 1n h1a R2tormera before th.9 Raforma.t1on has 

· examined the rorerunn~rs or the Brethren and their pre.ct1oal 

myst1c!s~ ann has presented a very conv1nc1ng case for a ---def1n1te h!atorioal devalopment.~l Myat1c1sm 1a a lite ot . ' 

contemplation a.nrl devout . oommunion, and usually ap3;ears 1n 

history when a. religion haa begun to ho.rd.en 1nte formulae and 

ceremonial, and constitutes a reaction or spirit against the 

letter. Thus it arose 1n Christianity from much the ea.me 

----~~--------
.50·!b1d. , p. 818. 

Slc. Ullmann, Retormers before lhf! Reformation (Edin­
burgh: T. and T. Clark, 186)), II, 9-SS. 

I 
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causes as monast1clam: "The vice and corruption of the 

Roman world, the growing se~ular1zat1on of the Church, an 

the demand for more immediate religious exper1enoea."S2 

Thia was deeply felt 1n the Netherlands and Germany among 

other plaoeo. For here eepeo1ally, the monasteries had lo 

been involved 1n the universal degeneracy of the e:ge, otte 

to an extent of wh1oh 1t 1s horrible to think. 

Myat1o1sm found its organization in peculiar religious 

aasoc1at1ons vh1ch partially wore the outward to.rm of the 

monast1o 11fe. 

But these [religious asaoc1at1ons] were exempt from 1ts 
[roonast1o1sm] restraints and connection with the hier­
archy, and ·were animated by a more intense and ;profound 
ovangalica.l ep1r1 t. Through the greater part of the 
Middle Ages we can tvaoe a suoceas1on of free ep1r1tual 
1.1.ssociationa, 11h1ch were often oppressed and persecuted 
by ·the hierarchy, £these] per,alnod rather to the lite 
of the people, than to the frame-work of the Church, 
(and they] exhibited more or less a. regular form, and 
professed a diversity of doctr1nee, but wh1oh all 
emanated from e. fundame.nta.l endeavor after pract1oal 
Chr1st1an1ty.5) 

Already as early as the twelfth eentury, the female 

religious aaeoc1a.tiona of the Beguines ha.d become quite com­

mon 1n the Netherlands. About the th1rteenth century they 

were Joined by the male communities of the Begharda, whose 

oldest establishments, so far as is known, was founded 1n 

1220 at Louvain; and then about the beginning of the tour-

52oravea, .2l2.• .21,l. •• pp. 47-8. 

53u11mann, Bl!• c1t:, II, 11. 
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tee·nth century, and at t1ret around Antwerp. a9peared the 

fellowship or the Lollards.54 'l'hese groups devot·ed their . 

attention wholly to praot1ca.l obJects. For the most part 

the.y 11ved together 1n separate houses of their own, with 

the utmost simplicity, supported by the earnings or their 

manual industry and by ch~r~table donations, and ch1etly 

occupied w1 th works of Christian benevolence,· In these 

labours they not only manifested blamelessness of life, but 

d1d great good. They were, therefore. beloved b7 the people, 

gladly received by the towns, protected by princes and 

magistrates, a.nd after a temporar, oppression under Clement 

V, 1n the year lJll, we~e even eanot1oned by the Popea.SS 

The 1nqu1s1tors and mendicant monks were the only part1ea who 

aotually oppose~ them; although .the clergy did not look upon 

them with favor, for they were the means ot w1thdraw1ng part 

of the Church's customary dues. 

The Baguines took their meals a.t a. common table, and 
. 

assembled da~ly at fixed bours for prayer and exhortation. 

The rest of the day was occupied actively, w1th manual labor 

and the care of the poor and a1ok.S6 The rule observed by 

the Begharde waa similar. Being unmarried tradesmen, and 

like the Waldena1ans. chiefly weavers, they too lived to-

54Ib14. 

SS1b1a. • p. 12. 

56Ib1d. , :p. 13. 
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gether under a master, took their meals in common, and met 

daily at a fixed hour for devotional exercises and addreaeea. 

The Lollarde d1rte:red from the _Begharda lesa 1n :reality, 

than 1n name. We are informed, respecting ~hem, that at 

their origin in Antwerp, shortly atter 1300, they associated 

together for the purpose of wa1t1ng upon pa~1ents dangerous­

ly sick and burying the dead.57 

Boniface IX, in a bull of 1394, especially commends 1n 
them, »that they receive into their domiciles the poor 
and wretched, and to the utmost of their power, prac­
tice other works of charity, irtasmuoh as, when required., 
they visit and wait upon the e1ok, rnlnister to their 
wants, a?ld aloo attend to the burial of the dead. •.56 

Everything about the purer form of these religious as-

sao1a.tiona reminds one of the Brethren of the Oommon Lire, 

and 1t 18 impossible to m1etake the connection 'between them. 

But 1 t was their otin 1nwnrd sp1r1 tual and moral fa.11 which 

followed in the course of ti!De that eventually oaueed their 

disintegration. The :.o1ety of thase soc·ieties • owing to 

the1r exclusively practieal tendency, and deet1tut1on of 

sound and substantial knowledge was of n kind that was 

easily kindled into enthusiasm. And because they were not 

held together by any fixed rule or str1ot sequestration, 

they preaent·ed an open arena to the teachers or the most 

. .57Ib1d .• , p. 14 • 

.58Ib1d., p. 15. 
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v~rious sorts of false doctr1ne.59 It was 1n connection 

•.. ,w.1 th, .th:1a enthus1aet1o sp1r1 t that many of them a.l:,so. ~9,t1me 

connected with a group ot fanatical enthusiasts called the 

Brethren and Sisters or the Free Spirit. The tall or these 

rellg1ous associations took place 1n the course ot the four­

t eenth centuey. Charges were brought against the later 

Beghards and Lollar4s for th~ir conneot1on on the one hand, 

with the fanatical Franc1scans, who were violently contend­

ing with the Church and on the other, for their assoc1at1on 

with the Brethren and Sisters of the Free Spirit. These 

charges relate to three particulars: . a.n aversion to all 

useful 1nd.ustry, coupled with an l no11nat1on towa~ds mendi­

cancy and 1dleneee; an intemperate. spirit of opposition to. 

the Church; ancl a akept1cnl and more or· les s pantheiot1ce.l 

mysticiem. 60 

But besides the opposition of the hierarchy of the 

Church itself. there was a.nother reaot1on which was basical­

ly a popular movement. Ae Ullmann interprets it: 

[t his wasJ ~ better sort of mysticism which reared it­
self on the basis of Ohr1st1an theism. Or1g1nally of 
a contemplative character, and though not absolutely 
the oftepr1ng .. still 1n a grea~ly less degree the ad­
versary ot the Church, t his the1st1cal myst1o1sm forms 
a middle link between the heretical doctrines of the 
Beghards and those professed by the ecclea1ast1oal 
Mystics; while a.t the same time, it 1s the commence­
ment of that remarkable seriea of evolutions among whom 
the contemplative mysticism was refined into the prac-

.S9Ib1d. -
60 Ib1d. , p. 16. 
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t1c8..l• and the p1oue sp1r1t ot &..eaoo1a.t1on, or1g1no.lly 
evoked by Beguines o.ncl Begharda, obtained a purer and 
a nobler form.61 

This theistioa.l Jll1St1c1s-m reached 1ts oulm1na.t1on 1n the 

B?'ethren of the Common Life. The oan who most- influenced 

Gerh~.rd Groote, the founder of the Brethren, was John Ruys­

broek. Ruyabroek wa.a the ch1et repres·enta.t1ve or that 

theistic e.nd still pre<lominantl.y contempl11t1ve tu1<l trans­

cendental myeticiem and a highly 1r.i.f'luent1r..l. man. 62 

From ee.rly youth P.uyebroek devoted himself to the 
cultivation of piety th.an to the pursuit of knowledge, 
and almost a.11 the older wr·iters remark that he was 
ra.th6r <.levout tl1.an learned. P1aty was e.lso the power 
which he was to employ in inflaming the hearte of men, 
and producing most important results.6J 

Aoco1•ding to Ruysbroek 1 there are three ways which 

conduct to unity w1 th Goel. These are the active• the 1n­

·wa r d , and the contemple.tlve life. The active life cons1sts 

1n e erv1ng God outwardly·~ _ in abet 1n . .snce, pen1 tenoe, go~d 

r:iorals, and holy a.ct1ons, in the same way in which He, as 

God and man, eerv-ed us, both by living and dying, ev-~n on 

the croas 0 and 1n our taking up the cross, e.s He did, and 

denylng oureelv?e• We ought also, however, while directing 

ouz• minds from outward things, to penetrRte into that which 

le inward. By practising the moral virtues, we turn out-
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wardl.y tow~rd man. By te811ng love we turn inward to God, 

acquire onenes~ of heart . with h1m, · ~91r1tual freedom, con­

quest over the distractions or eenae, and the gu1dsnoe ot 

the dee ires and seneee to un1 ty w1 th God. Tha oo.ntenro1~.t1 ve 
lite Ruysbroek took particular pains to depict. For, a.she 

aaye, 1t 1s ot prime neoesalty here to d1et1ngu1eh the eo­

eles1R.st1oal d.ootr1na trom the heret1.oe.l views, especially 

of the panthe1st1o mystics. Thia eontemplat1v~· life con­

sists in enterlng freely 1nto communion with God, with a 

rn1nd 1nol1n~d towards h1m; 1n going out of ourselves and be­

coming one ep1r1t with God. In th1a state God unites ue · 

·with himself 1n perpetu~l love, which love he ls. He abides 

1n us R.Od we in h1m. 04 

For. as Ullmann 1nd10f.1.tes; 

However strong might be Ruysbroek's determination to be 
a. true t!lambe~ ot the Church, e.nd to live and d1e as a 
se-rvant ot Obrist in the Co.thol1c fa1th, still, 1n gen­
eral. he took tha ~tt1tude, which, to a oert~1n extent 
was one of oppos1t1on to the dominant Church, ma1nta1n-
1ng the p:r1no1ple · or Interne.J.101n1 in o!)posi: tion to that 
of- Secular1zat1on, ana. exalting the sp1r1t .ot. ,fa.1th., 
oh~ri ty, and oontempla.t1on 0 a.a the r:no.ra

6
excel.lent, when 

compared with the performance of works. 5 

Ruyebroek was a very pious mystic and elthough he intluenoed 

the Brethren very much in their ~g1nn1nge, yet the mysticism 

of the rounders or the Brethren took a mo!'e practical turn. 

They were more d1daot1c, more method1oal, more e.ot1ve 1n a 

64 · Ibid., pp. 41-3. 

6Slb\d., pp. 49-SO. 
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material or intellectual sense.66 And 1t 1a 1n this interest 

1n the intellectual and the practical that the Brethren of 

the Oommon Life f1nd their active interest 1n popular and 

school education. 

The religious associa.tlona of the Beguines, Beghards 

and Lollarda in the course or t1rae had degenerated and by 

their own :fault, either had fallen to pieces of themselves, 

or had been su:µpresoed. But the, framework of the times · still 

existed. First, there was the 1nol1nat1on toward religious 

aoaoc1a.t1on which was especially powerful in the Middle Ages 

ancl which hed produced important results. This 1ncl1nat1on 

could not help but galn strength ae the great orga.n1zat1on 

of the Church became more and more loose towards the end of 

the Middle Ages. Secondly, there were the outward cond1-

t1one of the times which required a.nd rendered. practicable 

the efforts of benevolence and ohar1ty, strengthened by oo­

opel'·ation. While these assoo1at1ons • by their pract1cal 

tendency, relieved the outward af:flict1ons of life, the vital 

rnyst1c1em wh1ch was so much at the b&sis of their whole pro­

gram, was calculated to satisfy the rel1g1oua cravings or 
the heart. Thia myst1o1sm hnd degenerated. It had become 

pe.nthe1at1c, fa.na.t1cal an•'l sactar1an. But the craving or 
the heart still ex1ete <!l; for sohole.st1c1sm, far from 1m'b1bing 

new life, had only increased in pedantic dryness and subt1lty. 

661 1 ..Jl..A· ·t p. 58 • 
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Men like Ruysbroek had helped much to bring myst1o1sm back 

from 1te lowest depths, but it still needed to become leaa 

flighty and fantaet1.o and more simple, pure, and praot1oal 

if 1t was ever going to exert any general ettlcacy upon the 

people. 67 

Moreover, most of these former religious asaooiationa 

were missing an important element necessary if their opera­

tion was to be truly salutary and transforming. 1h1a ele­

ment was the decided zeal for the sound intellectual educa­

tion of the people, especially of the young) or in other 

words ., an interest 1n learning. And it is 1n Just this 

area where the Brethren of the Common L1fe did their moat 

1m:9ortant work. 

67 6 Ib1d., pp. 5 -9. 


