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Case Study: Saint Joan



Introduction:


George Bernard Shaw wrote the play Saint Joan in 1923, three years after Joan of Arc was canonized.  Joan’s life was a product of the political and religious world at the end of the Medieval period.  She was born in 1412, in the village of Vosges, and was burned art the stake for witchcraft and heresy less than twenty years later in 1431.  The political turmoil in Western Europe was severe, and the English dominated the ninety-year war between England and France for the succession to the French throne.  Conditions within the Church were equally as bad, with the fall of the Holy Roman Empire.  The Church no longer had political power, and with the rise of the Renaissance the Church began to receive more doubt than duty.  Joan represented leadership that was capable of enlightening the social world, and her allegiance and loyalty to her country and voices made her the first real nationalist of France.  There are five questions presented before the epilogue, which will give focus and guidance to the reading.

Facts:


Joan, a young country girl around the age of seventeen or nineteen, hears voices from whom she believes are St. Catherine, St. Margaret, and the Arch Angel Michael.  The voices in her head tell her to go to the political powers of a disordered France and persuade them to give her control of the French Army, in order to regain control of the nation, which was being dominated by the English.  Her passion and spirit rise above the political game and she manages with the help of the commander of the army, to persuade the Dauphin to grant her control.  The characters in the play often question each other on precisely how Joan was able to enter their chambers, let alone speak boisterously to them in an informal manner.  She was able to be fearless and speak with ease and passion because of her belief in God, in the voices she heard, and in her ability to carry out the message from the Most High.  Joan went to the Dauphin, who would later be Charles VII, who was not a strong leader struggling for the rights of his dilapidated country.  He was the exact opposite of Joan in his styles of leadership, or lack thereof.  He chose to hide away and deny his desire to be king.  He was not a religious man by any means, and lacked the courage to lead against the English.  Over the course of the story Joan gives him the courage to fulfill her mission after she was burnt at the stake.  She not only led him and the people of France, but she instilled in him a victorious leader.  A serious issue presented in the play is the gender role.  Joan was a woman in the fifteenth century who dressed in male garments, clipped her hair, and fought as a soldier.  She defied the rules of gender and the laws of social norms.  This grants her successes and failures throughout the play.  It leads to her success because she is able to look beyond the political game of war and see a view that men had never seen.  Through this view, and with the help of God, she won her battles and brought France to a new level in the war.  When she is prosecuted as a witch and a heretic, her gender gives men sympathy and guilt, and therefore they try every measure to Joan from being excommunicated.  However, it was her failure because she was tried as a witch and a heretic because she would not obey the Church and follow her role in society as a woman of the God they wanted her to follow.  The conflict of the play develops because Joan is a holy woman of God, and is loyal to the voices in her head.  The Church at that time was corrupt and looking for any way to stay a political figure.  They conflicted because Joan followed the God that was in her heart, and not the God the Church wanted her to believe.  

Analysis:


The story of St. Joan is a heroic tale of a person who goes against the social norms and expectations of her country to follow the word of God and the freedom of her country.  She is a leader with poise and grace, though her political ignorance is both a charm and a curse.  She is comparable to other religiously historic figures, in her manner of leadership, even including Moses.  No one is certain how she was able to obtain the voice and the help of the highest officials in France, nor were they sure why the winds turned favorable when her demands were carried out.  Many times in the play, the characters question or comment on her speech, on the passion that explodes from her voice and the spirit of her words that would topple the tallest man.  At the end of the play, after she is burnt at the stake, her heart would not burn or drown; her spirit was determined to live.  She was burnt in 1931, exonerated posthumously in 1456, designated as Venerable by the Church in 1904, Blessed in 1908, and canonized in 1920.  She appears at the end in spirit, along with other members of the play, to discuss what her excommunication was for, which was the political operations of her time.  She speaks with her excommunicator, the soldier who presented her the cross at her death, the inquisitor, and other figures.  She is told at this point that she has been canonized, and her only desire is to return to earth.  However, each figure present tells Joan that the world is still not ready for her, and may not be granted the permission to return.  As the play ends, the reader is overcome with both astonishment and ease as to how Joan ruled, and how her death did not kill her.

Conclusion:


Joan’s life was a product of the political and religious world at the end of the Medieval period.  The political turmoil in Western Europe was severe, and the English dominated the ninety-year war between England and France for the succession to the French throne.  The terrible conditions of the Church, along with the fall of the Holy Roman Empire only gave Joan a worse fate. The Church and the political world needed to make an example of Joan, and though it may have been incorrect, it was necessary for the time.  She was an example for the time of what not to do, and today she is an example of heroic leadership and undying devotion to God. 
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