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ISBN 9781783272875.
As its title suggests, the ambition of this work is to focus on the changing
experiences and status of the military engineer in the Middle Ages. Warfare made
these individuals important skilled workers: indeed, critical assets for leaders. This
does not mean, for the most past, tracing who these workers were and what they
did, but rather what kind of people they must have been, the skills that they would
have required, and the varied transmission pathways by which they could acquire
such knowledge. Peter Purton traces a continuous, evolving corpus of professional
and technical knowledge across the period, assessing the impact of new forms of
warfare—from the introduction of mobile siege towers to gunpowder—on the
practitioner and the skills that these demanded.
The time period covered here as ‘medieval’ extends from late antiquity to the
early sixteenth century with Leonardo da Vinci. The earlier period has a relative
deficit of direct sources for this subject, and Purton thus pulls together written
sources, archaeological material and visual evidence from many social levels. He
is interested in what might be revealed about these workers, not just in the employ
of rulers but also that of noblemen, bishops and other kinds of leading officials who
were also responsible for warfare or defence. Purton’s investigations span Christian
Europe in interaction with the Islamic world, with brief investigations into the
activities of the Mongol empire and Chinese technologies that impacted Europe.
As might thus be expected, there is no consistent terminology for such
workers, as they change skillsets and significance across the period, and in the
context of varied kinds of documents in which references to their work appears.
The word ‘engineer’, which combines both the functional making of engines and
machines and the creative, in the sense of ingenuity, is employed in the title and
throughout the work as an acknowledged shorthand for a group of skilled men in
varied roles and of different status, who would not necessarily have identified with
this term. It is difficult to sustain any clear distinction between civil and military
engineering and thus Purton’s subject ranges across land reclamation, hydraulic
engineering, dams, canals, and ship building, as well as more familiar military
technologies such as the trebuchet.
For the earlier periods, there are fewer names and more conjecture from
archaeological evidence about the skills and knowledge that must have been
needed to exploit advanced technologies such as irrigation, bridge-building,
geometry (for laying an encampment), as well as arms manufacture. Individuals
start to emerge from the records more consistently by the twelfth century, as
payment records provide details of who such men were, how they were paid, and
for what appear to be increasingly specialized technologies.
By the thirteenth century, there are growing references to military technology
in advice to rulers, but far less is said about the men who were needed to make
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and maintain it. Account records, though, suggest that there are more of such men
and performing more specialized roles. With the introduction of gunpowder and
new artillery forms in the Christian and Muslim worlds by the fourteenth century,
designated gun masters emerge among the named individuals whose careers can
be fleshed out to some extent. In the fifteenth century, increased literacy assisted
the production of practically oriented manuals and the advent of the expert masterauthor such as Jörg of Nürnberg, papal gun master, who left his own account by
which something of a professional career can be constructed. Purton concludes
that the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries are marked by moves towards ever more
defined specialisms, making famous polymaths such as Leonardo outliers to the
broader trend.
The work concludes with an appendix of military engineers and miners
listed in the Pipe Rolls of the English Exchequer, showing something of
Purton’s methodology for identification, and a useful glossary of terms. Much
of Purton’s broad discussion of the economic, social, and technological contexts
for new military developments will be familiar but the details pulled together are
fascinating and cover many fields of interest to scholars of the period. There is,
though, a slipperiness to this expansive subject and Purton is often circling around
a set of speculative ‘possibly’s, ‘perhaps’s and ‘must have been’s. Until the final
chapters, as I think the author would agree, it remains difficult to discern the
individuals who are at the centre of the work.
Susan Broomhall, The University of Western Australia
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This book will be of great interest to scholars interested in practical evidence
for women’s exercise of agency in the late Middle Ages, and for how women
negotiated the limitations placed on them. It is also an illuminating example of
how relatively technical primary sources can be synthesized to create a case study
of a particular social and economic setting, that of an ‘urban merchant family of
the 1330s and 1340s’ (p. 7).
Martha de Cabanis (c. 1295/1300–c. 1348) belonged by birth and marriage
to Montpellier’s mercantile elite. The early and unexpected death in 1326 of her
husband, a mercer, left her with three young sons to provide for and a business to
manage. It is precisely because of this that Martha left a much greater documentary
trace than would otherwise be expected, with several hundred Cabanis contracts
from 1336 to 1342 contained in a single notarial register. In Mother and Sons,
Inc., Kathryn Reyerson draws on those records to reconstruct Martha’s business
and real estate transactions on her sons’ behalf as their guardian and eventual
business partner, as well as on her own account. As such, this book functions as a
companion volume to Reyerson’s Women’s Networks in Medieval France: Gender
Parergon 36.2 (2019)

