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Gunpowder Artillery

erhaps the greatest and certainly the most enduring in-
vention in medieval military technology was gunpowder
weaponry. Invented in China, gunpowder was probably
discovered by an alchemist in the eighth or ninth century
AD. Shortly thereafter its military potential was recog-
nized, leading to its use in bombs, grenades, rockets, and fire-
works during the tenth to twelfth centuries. It was not until the
late thirteenth or early fourteenth centuries that the Chinese de-
veloped cannons, being content merely to use gunpowder as an
explosive rather than as a propellant. There is, however, some
evidence that the concept of “guns” was known in India in the
early twelfth century.’®
By the middle of the thirteenth century, gunpowder made its
way to western Europe, although by a means yet to be ascertained.
The most likely conduit was through the Islamic lands to Byzan-
tium or to Spain and then on to western Europe. In ¢.1267 a

recipe for gunpowder appeared in Roger Bacon’s Epistola de
secretis operibus artis et naturae, et de nullirate magiae (Letter

on the Secret Workings of Art and Nature, and on the Vanity of
Magic). This was followed by similar recipes written ¢.1275 in
Albert the Great's De mirabilibus mundi (Concerning the Wonders
of the World) and ¢.1300 in Marcus Graecus’ Liber ignium ad
comburendos hostes (Book of Fires for the Burning of Enemies).
These recipes varied slightly, but all combined saltpeter, sulphur,
and charcoal in a mixture which when lit combusted with a force-
ful explosion.®” Still, none of these authors described a weapon
which could use their gunpowder mixture.
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When this weapon was invented in Europe, it was not in the
form of a bomb, grenade, or rocket, as in China. It was instead
a tube-shaped weapon which used gunpowder to discharge a mis-
sile from it; and it was commonly called a “cannon™ from the

French canon or “gun”™ from the English gynne or gunne.
It is difficult to determine when the first cannon was made in

Europe. Written evidence from the early fourteenth century is
scarce and often disputed. References to guns appearing at the
defense of Forli in 1284 and in the armory of Ghent in 1313 are
suspect and unsubstantiated.*® More trustworthy are the later ref-
erences to guns at the siege of Metz in 1324, in a Florentine
armory in 1326, and at the siege of Cividale (Friuli) in 1331, but
even these references have been questioned.” Less controversial
are two artistic sources, an illumination found in Walter de
Milemete's De notabilibus, sapientiis et prudentiis regum (Con-
cerning the Majesty, Wisdom and Prudence of Kings), made in
London ¢.1326, and a second illumination, obviously inspired by
the first, found in a companion volume to the Walter de Milemete

treatise known as the De secretis secretorum Aristotelis (The Se-
crets of Secrets of Aristotle), also made in London in the last
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Early gunpowdar weaapon from Walter da Milamata's De
notabiibus, saprentiis e prudentis regum (e, 1327).
[Chriat Church, Oxford.)
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