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Why a history of France? What does it tell us? About the France of today, about Europe – about ourselves?


That there is widespread interest in France goes without saying, since it is the most visited tourist destination in the world. Of course, it has the attraction of a highly advanced country, with an excellent infrastructure, which still offers a sense of space and rural charm. It is after all the largest country in Europe, with extensive plains, forests and mountain ranges, as well as splendid beaches on the contrasting Atlantic and Mediterranean coastlines. Since it stretches from northern to southern Europe, it also offers considerable climatic and regional diversity – from Normandy to the Côte d’Azur, and from Brittany with its Celtic heritage to the Germanic picturesqueness of Alsace in the East. Yet beyond all this, the attraction for many is a long-standing idea of France, an almost mythical view of the country seen through a prism in which historical and cultural associations merge with the idea of a specific lifestyle.


There are the reflections triggered by the extravagant bedchamber of the Sun King Louis XIV at Versailles, the gloomy Conciergerie in Paris which was the last stop for those due to be guillotined under the Terror, Napoleon’s tomb in the Invalides, and the vast cemeteries of immaculate graves of those killed in the two world wars. There are also the many heritage sites – from the Roman monuments of Arles or Orange, through the great medieval cathedrals of Amiens or Chartres, to the royal palaces of Fontainebleau or Chambord and a whole complex of buildings in Paris, ranging from the Église de la Madeleine to the École Militaire. And then of course there is the richness of the art, from the mysterious cave paintings of the Dordogne to the Louvre or the recent, striking Musée des Arts Premiers. The importance of French painting of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in particular can be measured by the fact that the basic terms used in modern art – Impressionism, art nouveau, Fauvism, Surrealism – are French. More recently, France developed the strongest cinema industry in Europe and produced both film theory and the influential new wave of directors such as Jean-Luc Godard or Claude Chabrol.


However, this idea of France, which to a degree is a myth of Paris, is also seen as distinguishing the French lifestyle. It combines the idea of refinement with simplicity. You may have traditional high French fashion, with its range of household names from Yves Saint Laurent or Pierre Balmain to Pierre Cardin or Christian Lacroix, but you also have the shop assistant who can effortlessly achieve elegance through a certain sense of self or a way with a scarf. French cuisine may be renowned for its sophistication – and for somehow enabling Frenchwomen to remain enviably slim – but the passion for food of a country that runs to over 1,000 different kinds of cheese is visible in every village. For staid Edwardians as for interwar Americans, the City of Light was also the city of love in which they found emotional self-expression. For those British people who move to the French provinces today, as for others before them, France has seemed to offer freedom from the constraints and complexities of industrial society, a more natural lifestyle, in fact a kind of alternative civilization. That is indeed how the former president Jacques Chirac tended to present his country, in opposition to materialistic ‘Anglo-Saxon’ society. But since those buying French houses are essentially buying them from locals abandoning the provinces to look for work or greater amenities in the cities, are they looking for a traditional way of life that is dying? Are they pursuing an illusion?


Not that the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ have ever had a very clear view of the French – or vice versa. Britain and France have been close rivals for centuries, which is why the English, notoriously, love France but not the French. They tangled in the dynastic struggle of the Hundred Years War, there was the religious conflict after England became Protestant, the British opposition to the Revolution, the prolonged Napoleonic Wars and fierce colonial rivalry right up to the Entente Cordiale of 1904, with the mutual suspicion ensuring that each became the mirror image of the other: a bête noire. So the British traditionally saw the French as foppish, cowardly and none too clean, while the French equally happily saw the British as perfidious, brutal and arrogantly opportunistic. And if in recent times the hostility has subsided, the rivalry continues since in so many respects, ironically, the two countries are strikingly similar.


For not only are they both nuclear powers and members of the Security Council, but they are remarkably alike as regards to size of population, demographic structure and gross domestic product – not to mention the deficit. Indeed their economies are close to the point that they have been jostling for fifth rank in the world to almost comic effect – while the UK took over that position in 2014 and offered to roll out the red carpet for French investors wishing to escape high taxes, the French regained it immediately after the Brexit vote in 2016 and offered to roll out their own red carpet for British businesses wishing to remain within the security of the European Union. And if the economic performance of each country is a mirror image of the other’s, each demonstrates, in its different way, the difficulty of negotiating the present stage of global capitalism. For the French, the British pursuit of austerity, resulting in high employment but low investment, low productivity, low wages and increased private debt was self-defeating in that it led to the inequality and alienation underlying the Brexit vote that brought down the policy’s proponents, Prime Minister Cameron and his chancellor. For the British, on the other hand, the French insistence on high social standards and the protection of those already in work was also self-defeating since, insofar as it was bought at the cost of high indebtedness and a high unemployment rate among the young and the Muslim minority in particular, it fed into the resentment and sense of exclusion that nourished terrorist violence.


Of course the Franco-American relationship has also seen its differences. Inevitably, as the competing power in the West became the United States rather than Britain, a similarly ambiguous anti-Americanism overtook the Anglophobia. France had of course supported the American Revolution, but the US opposed its colonial aims, did not join the League of Nations, withdrew from European involvement after the First World War and initially supported Vichy rather than de Gaulle, while the very fact that it saved France politically and economically after the Second World War reinforced the sense of dependency on this powerful new social and cultural model so different from France’s own. So the French, however defensively, now saw the United States as a new kind of shallow, materialistic society destined to dominate the world, while the Americans – especially after France refused to support the invasion of Iraq in 2003 – tended to see the French as pretentious, cowardly and quite unworthy of the term ‘French fries’, which were patriotically renamed ‘Liberty fries’. Of course there is a love-hate element to these anxieties and popular prejudices but, comical as they can seem, they do not make for understanding.


But what is this ‘France’ that others view through their own prism? And what are the qualities specific to it, what we might call ‘Frenchness’? It is sometimes treated as beginning in the fifteenth century and it may indeed be said that as a modern nation France comes out of the Hundred Years War, which, as Joan of Arc recognised, settled into a national conflict with England. However, such an approach leaves entirely out of account the France of the Gauls, of the Romans, of the emergence of the French language, of the great medieval cathedrals and other aspects visibly still part of the country today. So, since ‘France’ in the end is all of a piece, the contribution of this early period will be considered before the pace slows gradually to deal more fully with the modern period up to today – and, in particular, to bring out those features specific to France, without an appreciation of which the country cannot readily be understood: the key ideas of the ‘French exception’, the ‘secular republic’ and the ‘social model’.


To understand the France of today then, it is necessary to understand its historical development. To understand the French concern for their republican social model you have to go back to the Revolution; to understand the structure of education you have to go back to Napoleon; to have any sense of the power of Racinian drama you have to grasp the tensions in the world of Louis XIV; to understand the development of the language you have to go back to Roman Gaul. The fact that France has had such a dramatic history – oscillating between revolution and reaction, clericalism and secularism, left and right – does not derive from temperament. It derives from France’s geographical position on the continent of Europe with enemies on all sides, so that the French identity has been conditioned by a whole series of conflictual relationships – with Ancient Rome, the Holy Roman Empire, Italy and the Vatican, Germany and Spain – as well as by imperial rivalry with Britain and the US.


Frenchness, therefore, is largely a historical construct, as indeed is the country itself, for the present neat ‘hexagon’ developed over centuries in an essentially unplanned fashion and was only completed with the return of Alsace-Lorraine after the Second World War. And French national feeling, in a country where most of the inhabitants spoke patois before the Revolution, is largely the effect of Napoleonic conscription and the introduction of free schooling with patriotic indoctrination by the Third Republic. But underlying these changes there are significant, often ironic continuities, as when the central importance of the State – which differentiates France so markedly from Britain and the US – persists despite apparent contradiction across quite different regimes, from absolute monarchy through the Revolution and Napoleonic empire up to the Gaullist ‘republican monarchy’ of today.


Yet French history is also part and parcel of the history of Europe and the world. For France has played a strikingly representative role in Western and world history, through its central part in such key events as the Wars of Religion, the French Revolution of 1789, the European revolutions of 1848 and the two world wars of the last century, as well as through its worldwide colonial presence and continuously important place in art and thought. With its exceptionally long, traceable history going beyond the Greeks and Romans to the cave painters of the Dordogne, it is integral to the development of civilization in Europe.


And its history reminds us that civilization does not come cheap: the higher level of social organization brought by Rome was bought with much slaughter of Gauls; the high spirituality of the medieval cathedrals was an attempt to transcend a world of suffering and casual cruelty that was swept by the Black Death; the world-changing Declaration of Human Rights came out of the same historical nexus as the revolutionary Terror. It also reminds us that France and Britain were the two great world powers only a hundred years ago; it reminds us of the impermanence of things. And as the balance of planetary forces slides gradually away from the West, it brings an urgency to France’s efforts to maintain its presence and its culture in a challenging twenty-first-century world.





CHAPTER ONE



Cro-Magnon Man, Roman Gaul and the Feudal Kingdom
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Among the glories of France are the mysterious painted caves of the Dordogne and the Pyrenees, which bear witness to the revolutionary step change in human development that began in the latter part of the Ice Age, or Upper Paleolithic period, some 35,000 years ago. As the Neanderthal people faded away, their Homo sapiens successors proceeded to demonstrate their superior skills with startling representations of bison or mammoths or wild horses which leave the urbanized viewer of today not only impressed but troubled. For, while 35,000 years represent a mere moment in geological time, our inability to identify clearly with these early ancestors or to understand what went on in these deep dark caves is disturbing.


The mystery is only increased by the fact that for thousands of years so many of these caves kept their dark secrets to themselves – the famous Lascaux was discovered by boys looking for their lost dog in 1940, the important Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc was found only in 1994 and the Vilhonneur cave, also in the Dordogne, in late 2005. It is true that traces of Paleolithic art have been found across Europe as far as Russia, as well as on other continents, including Australia, but the most prominent examples have been discovered in the limestone Franco-Cantabrian region, notably in the Dordogne, the Pyrenees and at Altamira in northern Spain. There are almost 200 prehistoric sites in the Dordogne alone and it is largely through exploration carried out there in the Vézère valley that prehistoric studies developed in the nineteenth century. This discipline is consequently largely French in origin and the town of Les Eyzies-de-Tayac, with its National Museum of Prehistory, can proudly bill itself not only as the world capital of prehistory but as having been one of humanity’s capitals long before the Assyrians or the Pharaohs existed.


These cave systems, normally formed in the limestone by underground water channels, are often very extensive. Pech Merle, for instance, is two kilometres in length while Rouffignac, with its 158 depictions of mammoths, has no fewer than eight kilometres of galleries. While the part exposed to daylight at the entrance may well have afforded shelter to these hunter-gatherers, it is clear that they did not use the dark interiors as dwelling-places, especially since they might have had to share the accommodation with the very large bears which hibernated there. So it is significant that the paintings are not to be found towards the opening of the caves, but rather in the dark recesses of them – in the case of Niaux in the Ariège, for example, as far as a kilometre from the entrance. Since they had to be executed with some difficulty by the light of lamps burning animal fat, which would have made these shadowy tunnels even more disquieting, this was therefore neither a casual pastime nor art as decoration but something more significant – and harder to interpret.


These are not landscapes, there is no depiction of natural features such as hills or trees or vegetation. Nor are they scenes of everyday life, whether of group or individual activity, or portrayals of an event. In fact they are almost exclusively single images without context. The overwhelming majority are of animals, sometimes in black outline only and sometimes polychrome using red, brown, yellow and occasionally white, and combining the use of a hard point with colours brushed or blown on through a hollow tube. The images, whether of whole animals or of parts only, can be startlingly forceful and lifelike, demonstrating skilful control of line and clever use of the hollows and bulges in the rock face. And above all – like the bulls in Lascaux or the polychrome bison at Niaux – they tend to be disproportionately large. While the emphasis varies from cave to cave, the animals depicted include horses, bison, mammoths, deer, wild oxen, lions, bears and wolves, though there is a tendency to situate the predatory carnivores in the most remote part of the cave. Essentially, these are dark palaces of animals, strange Paleolithic bestiaries, for there is nothing on show to compete with them – certainly not humans, who barely figure at all.


Women are not represented as such but only as the female principle, by a sign symbolizing the female sex organ which, together with a tendency to depict some animals as pregnant, would support the idea of a fertility cult also implied by such contemporary artefacts as the famous Venus of Willendorf found in Austria. Men, too, are absent, except in very rare instances as when in Pech Merle there is a crude line drawing of a hunter lying on his back with spears protruding from him, or more mysteriously as in Lascaux where as a mere stick drawing he is also lying prone, perhaps dead but with penis erect, before a threatening bison which he may have wounded since its entrails are trailing downwards. What is going on here? Since there is a strong emphasis on hunting the larger, predatory animals rather than those that appear to have regularly provided food, does the sexual excitement of the hunter somehow merge with the shared death of man and beast in a primitive, magical sense of life? Are these places, as a prominent expert suggests, temples for community worship with sacred sanctums open only to sorcerers or shamans in the deepest recesses of the cave?1


The fact is that, although various theories have been advanced, we just do not know any more than we know how to interpret certain enigmatic signs: handprints or hand outlines, rows of dots sometimes made by handprints, also lines, triangles and quadrilateral drawings. Are these ideograms, elements of a cultish system of meaning? Or are the handprints to be seen simply as signatures, the quadrilaterals as animal traps and the red ochre dots – as an American study suggests – as blood drops from a wounded animal being stalked by the knowing hunter in the snow?2 It is not easy to explain. However, there are two things that we can say. The first is that these representations are at once stylized and functional. The emphasis on outline and a characteristic outward twisting of antlers or forelegs are definitional in that they identify the animal both from the side and from the front. The separate detailed studies of heads and hooves, like the sometimes disproportionate attention given to significant parts of the animal’s body, serve the same purpose, as also do the tricks used to achieve perspective or movement.


These images state what the hunter needs to know and do so in celebratory fashion. If there is no attention paid to the grouping of images, and if animals are drawn pell-mell on top of others, it is because of the hunter’s obsessive concentration on the specific characteristics of the single animal. If the Ice Age hunter-gatherer has no mastery in life over these large dangerous beasts that may also represent the greater forces beyond his control, he can achieve a symbolic mastery of them in art. But this in itself means that, as his virtual absence from the picture other than as a mere cipher indicates, he is as yet unable to conceive of himself as living with them on equal terms.


If it is not easy to see the cave painters clearly, since they did not portray themselves, neither is it easy to see the Gauls clearly. Because their tradition was essentially oral and they left no significant written records, they have been viewed largely through the distorting prism of others – indeed the very name by which they are known was given them by the Romans. The first self-interested version was that of Julius Caesar, who in his account of the Gallic Wars presents them as credulous barbarians, the more dangerous in that they are temperamentally unstable and unpredictable. Since then, at succeeding moments in France’s volatile history, they have been dragooned into the service of quite conflicting causes claiming to represent the true continuity of the French nation – their leader Vercingétorix has been annexed for propaganda purposes by the emperor Napoleon III, by anti-German Third Republic politicians, by pro-German spokesmen for the collaborationist Vichy regime in the Second World War and then by anti-German post-war school books. Since historians, novelists and artists have reflected the same fluctuating interpretations, the picture remains blurred.3 And then there is one other famous Gaul who has been pressed into the service of a political message.


For, to lay blur upon blur, there is the fact that for so many people today the Gauls are viewed through the comic lens of the Astérix cartoon stories of René Goscinny and Albert Uderzo, which have now been translated into almost 100 languages. You might innocently think that their attraction lies in the fact that they combine the cartoon features that appeal to children – clever drawings, farcical situations and violent knockabout – with the take-off of school history and the knowing allusions that can be picked up by adults. Certainly the political message might not seem to be immediately obvious in these comic accounts of Gaul under Roman occupation, based on the conceit that there is one unconquerable village that is still holding out, even though it is squeezed between the sea and four hapless Roman garrisons with names like Laudanum and Aquarium. It is true that it is described as a mad village, but it can afford to be mad since its secret is a magic potion concocted by the local druid who, doubtless because he takes a broader view of things, is called Panoramix, briskly translated in English as Getafix. And it is this elixir which gives our hero Astérix a temporary burst of superhuman strength to meet all eventualities.


Astérix may be tiny and funny-looking as warriors go, but he is as bold and cunning as any Odysseus and he has a sturdy companion in the gigantic lumbering Obélix, who has overdone it with the magic potion and is now embarrassingly stuck with superhuman strength. With this pillar of a man beside him and Obélix’s obsessional dog Idéfix – nicely rendered in English as Dogmatix – Astérix can not only foil Julius Caesar’s legions but take on the great wide world beyond, leaving behind the attractive Panacea since his warrior destiny leaves no room for commitment. And the humour lies in the puns, the implausible situations, the anachronisms and the exaggeration of national or regional stereotypes – the British, for example, are appropriately dull, formal, serve everything with mint sauce and drive their chariots on the wrong side of the road. Meanwhile individual cartoon figures look uncannily like politicians or film stars, such as ‘Laurensolivius’ or Arnold Schwarzenegger, while the ‘crazy’ Romans converse portentously in Latin sayings lifted straight from the list of classical expressions in the Petit Larousse dictionary. Since it seems clear that these comic books satirize the absurdities of the French and everybody else, it takes an effort to see Astérix patriotically representing Gaullist France standing up to the Americans, as some did in the 1960s. And it is doubtful whether the comparison with this tiny Mickey Mouse of a hero would have left the august and transcendently tall general particularly amused.


So what can reasonably be said about the Gauls? First, that they were Celts living since at least 600 BC in the area roughly corresponding to present-day France, Belgium and northern Italy. The Celts had spread across Europe during the Iron Age and indeed had sacked Rome in 390 BC, the smouldering memory of which would later colour the Romans’ ambition to conquer Gaul. This was a semi-nomadic people graduating slowly towards a more settled agricultural society, a collection of tribes with no overarching sense of a fixed territory or nationhood. The social order consisted of a warrior aristocracy given to swagger and pillage, a powerful class of druids combining the functions of priest, educator and lawgiver, and dependent commoners including enslaved war captives.


Since there was a considerable number of tribes each with its own king – and the name of many a French town is derived from that of the local tribe – conflicts were inevitable, especially given the romantic temperament of people inclined to hunting, carousing and colourful display. In this essentially oral culture, the tradition was transmitted not only by druids but by bards, and it was fused with an all-pervading polytheistic, animistic religion attributing sacred qualities to natural features and encompassing reincarnation and human sacrifice. Yet these ‘barbarians’ were also ingenious people, who practised surgery, excelled at metalwork and jewellery, had solar and lunar calendars, and are credited with the invention of soap, the wine barrel and the coat of mail. And, as recent archaeological investigation has shown, their architecture did not consist solely of round thatched huts, but included elegant buildings with tiled roofs and well-ordered public squares.4


The Romans had in fact been preceded in Gaul by the Greeks, who founded the trading post Massalia (present-day Marseille) around 600 BC, and it was through their alliance with this important port that the Romans became engaged in Gaul. In 123 BC they established the fortress of Aquae Sextiae (Aix-en-Provence) and within a few years had achieved control of the Upper Rhône valley and set up the colony of Narbo Martius (Narbonne). Once engaged, however, they gradually found themselves having to cope not only with the local tribes but with Germanic invasions from the east which were a potential threat to northern Italy. It was such a Germanic incursion which brought Caesar to Gaul in 58 BC. He dealt with that and subsequent attempts in no uncertain fashion, but was led in the process to occupy the whole of Gaul, which unsettled the tribes and led eventually to the serious rebellion begun by Vercingétorix (c. 72–46 BC), an imposing young nobleman from the Arverni tribe – which gave its name to the Auvergne – in 52 BC.


Having managed to band together the fractious tribes and inflict an initial defeat on Caesar, Vercingétorix successfully practised a scorched-earth policy to deprive him of supplies, but was caught out by the refusal of the Bituriges to destroy their prized fortified capital Bourges and reluctantly agreed that they should defend it. They held out during a month-long siege with the reckless bravery that Caesar records with an admiration that did not prevent him from massacring the inhabitants – all 40,000 of them apart from some hundreds who had got out in time to join Vercingétorix.


Later in that same year, Caesar trapped Vercingétorix and his troops in the fortified town of Alésia, near present-day Dijon, and in the hope of starving them into submission set up the most elaborate siege works to prevent a breakout. As the Gauls, with food for no more than a month, attacked these ferociously, he strengthened them with further spiked ditches and embankments and then, to counter a relieving force consisting, as he claimed, of 8,000 cavalry and 250,000 foot soldiers, he set up similar defences facing outwards. The relief force arrived and attacked fiercely with the support of the defenders from the town, but their bravery and enthusiasm proved no match for Roman organization and the relief force broke up and fled. Meanwhile, the starving inhabitants had come out to throw themselves on the mercy of the Romans, offering themselves as slaves, but had been left to rot in no-man’s-land. In this situation Vercingétorix had little option but to throw his arms at the feet (not agonizingly on the feet, as the irreverent Astérix version has it) of this formidable Roman general in the scarlet cloak – who merely records in his matter-of-fact way that ‘the leaders were brought, Vercingétorix handed over and the arms thrown down’, adding that ‘he distributed the remainder of the captives as prizes to his soldiers, one to each man’.5


It may well be that the defeat of Vercingétorix, contrary to the romantic legend, was a blessing for Gaul, that it was a great advance, as Voltaire was to argue, to be drawn away from druidic superstition, to become part of the Roman world and to have the protection for the next three centuries of the Pax Romana. Roman Gaul was given an administrative structure of four provinces, a capital at Lugdunum (Lyon), and a unifying infrastructure of new roads. The Romans built towns and promoted the growth of a new middle class of merchants and tradesmen. In short, they brought what, by the standards of the time, represented modernity and civilization – an indication of the stability of the new order being the emergence of Latin as the basis of French. Yet if all this was a blessing, it was a blessing that came in heavy disguise. It maybe that up to a million people died over the seven years of the Gallic Wars, with another million enslaved as well as tribes dislocated and hundreds of towns destroyed. The cost of civilization and the price of peace were high.


As to Vercingétorix, he had to wait until Caesar had leisure to deal with him, for the victor had other wars to win – against Pompey, in Egypt and in Africa. It was five years before he found time to get back to Rome and organize a sequence of four lavishly expensive triumphs celebrating his victories. For the first of these Vercingétorix was brought out from the dark dungeon in the Tullianum prison where he had been mouldering all this time and made to stumble in chains in the parade through streets filled with cheering, jeering crowds. After which demonstration of power he was returned to prison and disposed of, doubtless in the usual manner, by strangulation – a less distinguished death than that of Caesar by assassination in the Senate less than two years later.


Yet for all its power the Roman Empire itself could not last indefinitely in the face of the chaotic migrations of peoples and shifts of world view that were to take place during the first millennium of this era, releasing instability and violence that would bring down Rome and plunge western Europe into the Dark Ages.


For the next couple of centuries, however, so long as the good times lasted, Roman Gaul compared favourably with other parts of the Empire. The south in particular was something of a showcase because of its agricultural produce, its craft exports and the stately public buildings that can still be seen in Nîmes or Arles or Orange today. As for Paris, although known as Lutetia until the early fourth century AD and although its inhabitants had burnt it down rather than surrender to Caesar, it developed similarly into a well-ordered Roman town. And so Romanized over time did the inhabitants become that they gradually abandoned Gaulish in favour of Vulgar or spoken Latin – apart from place names there is only a handful of Celtic derivations in French today – and were ready to defend the new order against intermittent barbarian attacks from the east.


However, an incursion by the Franks in AD 257 and another in AD 354–5 by the Alemanni, who got as far as Lyon, were merely the prelude to a prolonged series of wholesale invasions by Germanic peoples, which began dramatically on the last day of the year AD 406 with a broad advance across the ice on the frozen Rhine. These peoples had been driven eastward by the pressure of the Huns advancing from Asia and threatening not only Gaul but Rome itself – which was sacked again, by Visigoths in AD 410 and by Vandals in AD 455. Gaul, with a composite army under a Roman general, still possessed enough coherence to defeat Attila the Hun in an exceptionally bloody battle near Troyes when he invaded in AD 451, but by the end of that century, with the collapse of the Roman Empire itself in AD 476 compounding the death, destruction and chaos wrought by the invasions, Gallo-Roman civilization had almost been wiped out.


The one institution left standing, ironically, was the Christian Church. The Romans had in fact shown considerable tolerance towards the religious practices of the conquered territories, largely because other polytheistic systems offered no great threat and, as Tacitus observed, could be absorbed. But monotheistic Christianity was fundamentally different and, if the Empire engaged in heavy persecution of this new religion that was eating into Rome itself, it is because it saw it as a threat to the State – the plebeian or slave offered equality in an afterlife might be less inclined to accept the social order in this life. Accordingly, in Gaul as elsewhere, there were some notable martyrs – St Blandine fed to the lions with forty-seven others at Lyon in AD 177 and St Denis beheaded after appalling torture a century later. However, the persecutions came to a natural end with the conversion to Christianity of the emperor Constantine himself in AD 313, so that the Church remained the only structure which transcended Gaul itself and became the sole repository of literacy and tradition.


The figure who emerged from the anarchy to create a Frankish kingdom was Clovis (reigned AD 481–511), leader of one of the Salian Frankish tribes and king of the Merovingian dynasty centred on Tournai. Clovis, if he brought together the Church and the temporal power, was not himself a saintly individual – though, in these barbaric times, we would hardly have heard of him if he had been. In AD 486, with the support of the neighbouring Salian kings, he became master of northern Gaul by defeating the last Roman commander there at Soissons – and then simplified life by assassinating his own allies in the endeavour. It is of Clovis that the famous story of ‘le vase de Soissons’ is told. While about to share out by lot the riches pillaged from the churches, Clovis yields to the plea of a bishop to return one special silver chalice and asks his men to let him have it over and above his share of the spoils. They all agree with the exception of one, who says it is unfair and angrily smashes his axe into the chalice. A year later, seeing the same man on parade, Clovis reminds him of the incident – and of the respect due to the Church – by splitting his head with an axe.


Clovis’s pursuit of power was relentless. He neutralized the Ostrogoths by marrying one of his sisters to their king and, having failed to conquer Burgundy, he formed an alliance with it instead in order to defeat the Alemanni at Tolbiac and take over their territory in the east. At which point, famously, he converted to Christianity and was baptized by Bishop Remigius at Reims.


It is true that his wife was Christian and that, having experimentally invoked her God on one occasion to help him win a battle, he had found that the magic worked. But he had also been under pressure from Bishop Remigius, who had boldly written to this pagan teenager as soon he came to power ‘an astonishing letter’, as one historian of the period rightly calls it, almost commanding him to defer to his bishops.6 Clearly, just as Remigius understood the need for the Church to have the protection of a viable secular power, Clovis realized the advantage of having the support and validation of the Church. Once he had added most of Aquitaine to his conquests and established Paris as the capital of his new kingdom, he founded an abbey and gratefully accepted honours from the Church. And, while that did not deter him from systematically killing off several potential rivals among the Franks, relatives included, he convoked a synod of Catholic bishops just before he died in AD 511.


Is there a mystery about the unsatisfactory outcome of this death? For, unscrupulous or not, Clovis had accomplished extraordinary things. He had not only conquered Gaul and unified the Franks but, by allying himself with the Church, he had contributed towards the fusion of the Franks with the culture of Roman Gaul. And that fusion was beginning to take place, notably through intermarriage between the elites. The Franks were gradually accepting Latin as the language of administration and culture and moving over to everyday spoken Latin or Romance while still mixing it with their original Germanic speech. It is this fusion that becomes the langue d’oïl, the northern dialect from which modern French derives, as opposed to the langue d’oc, the dialect of the south where the Latin basis was stronger– oïl and oc being the two versions of the modern French oui.


Clovis’s unifying achievements were therefore significant, but then, initiating a sequence that would be repeated over the next three centuries, he appeared to throw it all away. For at his death he divided his territory between his four sons and there began the pattern of division, reunification and further division that would cause conflict and weaken the Merovingian kings – several of them simple-minded or underage into the bargain – to the point that they became known as ‘les rois fainéants’ or ‘do-nothing kings’ and were finally replaced by their own lieutenants, or ‘mayors of the palace’, who set up a new Carolingian dynasty in the year AD 754. And even beyond that the pattern continued to an extent that is almost comical, with the cartoon-like sobriquets bestowed on some of these kings – Pépin the Short, Charles the Fat, Louis the Stammerer – reminding us almost of the world of Astérix. So why this pattern of alternating unification and division?


There is no mystery. It is rather that we tend with hindsight to look at the issue teleologically or back-to-front and assume unconsciously that these rulers glimpsed the eventual possibility of a France not unlike the nicely balanced hexagon we know today. We may therefore tend to see anything that hinders the forward movement towards a modern centralized state in terms of decline or failure. But if Clovis and other kings followed the Frankish form of succession, it was because they were concerned with personal and family power, while the external body they had to consider was not the State – there were no states in our sense – but the Church. In the chaotic Europe of the period, there was no vision or necessity leading inevitably to France as it exists today but, on the contrary, a great deal of chance – as the career of Charles Martel illustrates.


A giant of a man in more ways than one, Charles Martel (c. AD 727– 41), known as Charles the Hammer because of his military prowess, was a resourceful ‘mayor of the palace’ who fought his way to power in a war of succession. An excellent administrator, he was also a brilliantly inventive general who established his authority over all three of the squabbling kingdoms into which the Frankish realm had been divided. But the achievement for which he has been hailed as the saviour of European civilization by a range of historians from Gibbon to Henri Pirenne, was his victory at the Battle of Tours in AD 732 over an invading Muslim army marching northwards from Spain.


Thoroughly prepared, with 30,000 men, Charles took the enemy by surprise on high ground of his choosing, which forced its cavalry to attack uphill against the square formation of his massed infantry. This was a rare example of infantry being effective against cavalry, although when the Muslims broke off after the death of their commander it was doubtless also with an eye to saving their booty. It was perhaps one of the decisive battles in world history since, had he failed to roll back the Islamic expansion which had already swept over Spain, the history of France and Europe might have been very different indeed. But there was nothing inevitable about the victory, which was very much against the odds and achieved only through the exceptional strategic skill of this particular individual.


In the event, the relations between Frankish rulers and the Church became so close as to be an alliance when Charles Martel’s son Pépin the Short, having ousted the nominal king, got the Pope not only to accept his coup d’état but to consecrate his new Carolingian dynasty. And his own son Charlemagne (c. AD 768–814) would be seen as the model Christian ruler, the shield and sword of the Church, indeed as the towering figure in the Europe of this period, who brought the Dark Ages to at least a temporary end – a towering figure in more ways than one, incidentally, in that unlike his father he was exceptionally tall. Having secured his own position in the usual manner by eliminating potential rivals among his relatives, he proceeded to expand his kingdom by invading Lombardy, Bohemia and northern Spain, then held by the Moors – a campaign which would later be celebrated in the famous twelfth-century verse-chronicle La Chanson de Roland (The Song of Roland). He also made repeated attempts to Christianize the pagan Saxons by making them an offer they could not comfortably refuse: convert or die. Some failed to grasp the merits of the offer and were executed – over 4,000 on one day in one instance – but the method proved effective, though it did raise an eyebrow or two in court circles.


In AD 799, Pope Leo III came under attack from members of the Roman nobility who resented his accession to the papacy. In an attempt to disqualify him they sent a gang to tear out his eyes and cut out his tongue, but Leo escaped in time and fled to seek help from Charlemagne. Although unimpressed by the Pope, Charlemagne sent a delegation which restored him to the papal throne and followed this up with a personal visit to Rome, where on Christmas Day in AD 800 Leo crowned him emperor. Charlemagne claimed that he did not know this was to happen, but that seems unlikely. If the Pope gained by securing his position, this spectacular consecration of the leader of a confederation of Germanic tribes also enhanced Charlemagne’s status enormously. From his capital in Aachen, or Aix-la-Chapelle, he now controlled a Frankish empire stretching from the Atlantic to Bavaria and from the North Sea to the Mediterranean. And this formal alliance with the Church would establish the idea of a Holy Roman Empire which would run through the Middle Ages. It may be true, as wicked little Voltaire typically remarked, that this agglomeration of a Holy Roman Empire was ‘neither holy, nor Roman nor an empire’, but it was an aspiration that was to run through the war-torn Middle Ages – and feed the idea of a united Europe later entertained, however differently, by Napoleon and the European Union of today.7


Meanwhile, Charlemagne was playing his role with impressive energy. He created a central administration, enlisting clerics – the only literate group – as civil servants. He sent imperial envoys throughout the realm, held yearly assemblies of court officials, magistrates and nobles, introduced legal reforms, standardized weights and customs tolls, and dispensed judgements on matters of public order. He issued decrees relating to Church structures and religious education – social, legal and religious issues being regarded as not inherently different. He also made great efforts to raise the cultural level of his court, improving his own literacy by learning Latin, founding an academy for the education of young Frankish knights, and inviting the English theologian Alcuin to Aachen to become his religious and educational adviser. In fact he brought about a Carolingian renaissance. It is true that his empire could not compare with the real Roman Empire as regards the basic features – political institutions, permanent army or roads infrastructure – that provide solidity and continuity. Nevertheless the achievements of this strong and determined man were remarkable. Which did not prevent the legacy from falling apart yet again.


Though before he died in AD 814 he had decreed that the realm should be divided between his three sons, it came down intact to his son Louis the Pious by the simple accident that the other two died before their father. But when Louis in his turn divided the kingdom between his own three sons on his death in AD 840, he predictably precipitated civil war. Yet this regular splitting of the kingdom, the destructive discontinuity caused by the alternation of unification and disintegration, was only half of the problem. It was not simply that the system was over-dependent on a strong leader like Charles Martel or Charlemagne, who could only be expected to crop up occasionally; the reality was that the more this strong leader succeeded in unifying and enlarging his realm, the more he ran into its inherent contradictions. For the days of the one-man rule of the tribal chieftain who could regard his realm as personal property to be divided up among his heirs as he chose were fading. And the larger the realm, the larger the difficulties. Charlemagne, ironically, by his very success in increasing so dramatically the size of his kingdom, had tested the system to destruction.


The division of Charlemagne’s kingdom had profound consequences for the future not only of France but of Europe – and, incidentally, the Strasbourg Oaths of AD 842 by which two of Louis’s sons, Louis the German and Charles the Bald, sealed their alliance against their brother Lothair, was the first official document in the then current form of French. The Treaty of Verdun of the following year divided the territory into a western third approximating broadly to the future France, an eastern third which would correspond to the German-speaking area east of the Rhine, and an intermediate strip extending from the Netherlands down the Rhine towards the Mediterranean. This partition helped to create the destructive tensions that would arise in the future between France and Germany over control of what in effect was an ambiguous buffer zone between them.


Meanwhile, the inheritance of Charles the Bald (AD 840–77) would become the basis of the medieval kingdom of France. However, since the partition had been made largely on grounds of administrative convenience, the borders of his kingdom were somewhat artificial. Also, the old pattern of division, partial reunification and further division persisted, so that the kings would remain weak and the kingdom unstable. And the instability was much increased during these ninth and tenth centuries by further Arab attacks from the south and, above all, by the invasion and effective colonization of Normandy from the north by the much-feared Norsemen.


It was precisely in response to this fragmentation of authority and to a general sense of anarchy and insecurity that the feudal system developed. Of course, under Charlemagne the system existed whereby he made grants of land – the essential asset of value at this time – to his vassals in exchange for their sworn loyalty and their services to him as warriors or administrators. However, the system began increasingly to be replicated at regional and local levels, with castles – simple wooden defensive structures initially – sprouting up across the land. So a nobleman also bound to himself as vassals men of rank who served as chevaliers, or armoured knights on horseback – it is from the code of behaviour of this self-consciously stylish class that the idea of chivalry derives. And the principle of interdependence operated down through the ranks, in that these high-born vassals might have their own local vassals, while the peasants worked and fought for their lord when required in return for his protection.


It was in fact a complete system of legal and property relationships, implying protection and maintenance on one side in exchange for service and obedience on the other. But, while it responded to the insecurity of the time, it tended to weaken the kings, especially as the fiefs granted to vassals gradually became hereditary and therefore the vassals themselves became more independent. Increasingly, there were powerful regional noblemen capable of challenging royal power. The king could try to hold their loyalty through further grants of land or booty but, since these tended to depend on waging war, that could destabilize the situation further. He therefore had to rely to a great extent on soft power, moral authority gained through a sense of tradition and through the validation of the Church.


So it was not a strong kingdom that Hugues Capet (c. AD 987– 96), a nobleman from the Île-de-France, took over from the failing Carolingian dynasty. It had no ethnic or linguistic coherence, with Franks, Bretons and others speaking a variety of languages ranging from German in the north-east to Basque in the south-west – quite apart from the difference in the Romance-speaking areas between langue d’oïl and langue d’oc. In practice, Hugues’s writ only ran in his own central area of the Île-de-France and the Orléanais. Indeed, if he ventured beyond it he risked being kidnapped for ransom, for the rest of the kingdom was controlled by the rulers of virtually independent regions, such as the Duc d’Aquitaine, the Duc de Normandie or the Comte d’Auvergne. Add to that the lack of a common currency or legal system and the general disorder of the times and it is easy to imagine the problem of ruling over such a fragmented kingdom. Hugues did in fact have to fight various power battles during his reign and he survived a plot against him in AD 993, though his position was too weak to enable him to punish the perpetrators.


Even so, he had certain advantages. For a start, he had been elected by an assembly of nobles, which gave him some authority. Also, he had been consecrated King of the Franks with the strong support of the Church – indeed the Archbishop of Reims had largely been responsible for engineering his election. And, while the central area which he directly controlled from Paris was relatively small, it was one of the richest in the kingdom. Moreover, on coming to the throne he immediately had his son crowned as his successor on the pretence that he intended to undertake a campaign against Moorish incursions in Spain and that there needed to be a king on the throne during his absence. All this enabled him to consolidate his family’s rule and inaugurate a Capetian dynasty which would last until 1328. And, while other branches of the line would take over in France, the Capetian dynasty has lingered on with King Felipe VI of Spain and the Comte de Paris, as well as in the ancestry of Queen Elizabeth II of Great Britain.


By the end of the first millennium, clearly, there was not yet a kingdom directly resembling what we know as France. Nor could there be until these weak Capetian kings succeeded in redressing the imbalance between themselves and their overmighty vassals. If only in retrospect, however, the arrival of the Capetians may be seen as the start of the long process leading by default towards an independent French kingdom.





CHAPTER TWO



A Nation Born in Blood


[image: Illustration]


The world of the Middle Ages never really seems remote in France; it lingers on in the many towns where the cathedral is the central defining feature, as in Chartres or Senlis. It is a natural part of the scene in the old quarters of towns such as Sarlat or Avignon, as it is spectacularly present in the fortified walled cities of Loches or Carcassonne. In Paris itself, quite apart from the cathedral of Notre Dame or the Sainte Chapelle, it has left echoes in the Latin Quarter, so called because Latin was the lingua franca for students of the Sorbonne in the Middle Ages and indeed for several centuries thereafter. Academic titles such as baccalauréat (higher school certificate) and licence (BA) date from that time, as do certain traditional courtesies, titles of nobility and the practice of investiture.


Of course the whole period has been bathed in the soft light of romance over the centuries by troubadours and historical novelists, to say nothing of Hollywood. It evokes stylized images of noble kings and gracious queens, of pious faces in stone or stained glass, of chivalrous Crusaders heroically confronting the infidel, of armoured knights galloping towards each other with threatening lances on royal jousts, of chaste ladies looking down from the slit windows of castle towers upon pining lovers in doublet and hose with one leg of one colour, one leg of another and impossibly elongated pointed shoes. But what was it like to be living at such a time – a time of stark contrasts, when spirituality coexisted with refined cruelty and the religious aspiration expressed in the great cathedrals sought to offer certainty to people living short lives subject to the vagaries of harvests, plague and intermittent war?


While the quality of life depended on economic and cultural development, that in turn depended largely on the extent to which the feudal kingdom could provide peace and stability. But it was 100 years and more before the Capetian kings began to gain some control over a kingdom that was constituted on three levels in a kind of confused jigsaw. There was the royal domain itself, the Île-de-France and the Orléanais; there were the apanages, lands given to sons of one king or another over the years – which reverted to the throne if the incumbent, or kinglet, died without issue. And then there were large provincial fiefdoms like Guyenne or Flanders which were formally part of the kingdom but which were virtually independent. The problem for successive kings, who throughout the eleventh century could not control the disorder in their own inner domain, was once again not to create a unitary French state – that dream had not yet been dreamt – but simply to make this feudal system work. And they did not have a strong hand to play.


They now had the moral authority acquired through their sanctification by the Church in the traditional coronation in Reims, strengthened by the belief in the king’s miraculous ability to cure scrofula, or the ‘king’s evil’. The king was politically the suzerain, or feudal overlord, to all the nobles in the kingdom. But he had little leverage over increasingly independent vassals enjoying their now hereditary estates in their imposing new castles. Again, the old practice of dividing estates among the sons, which had created so many problems with the royal succession, caused continual private wars among the minor nobles who had often little else to do but strike knightly attitudes.


So the eleventh century was a time of brigandage, feuding and general anarchy and it was left to the Church to try to limit the bloodshed by instituting a ‘Truce of God’. This condemned fighting between Wednesday evening and Monday morning – and fighting by priests, monks and women on any day of the week – but in effect legitimized fighting on the other three days of the week. And Pope Urban II was still criticizing violence among the nobility and trying to turn ‘robbers into knights’ when, at the Council of Clermont in 1095, he issued his passionate call to believers to go forth and wrest back from the Muslim infidels the holy city of Jerusalem.


This was the first of the eight Crusades from Europe that were to take place over the next two centuries, and which were to have important consequences. They unified the Christian world by providing a global cause and channelling destructive energies outwards towards a common enemy demonized as the infidel. They stimulated economic development by opening up trade routes and also introduced new concepts into European culture. The Capetian kingdom gained in prestige from the First Crusade in particular, since it had been proclaimed in France and since it contributed to the enterprise such leading figures as Godefroi de Bouillon and Hugues le Grand, the brother of King Philippe I (1060–1108). Not that the Crusaders were all knights – in fact the majority of the 40,000 or so who ‘took up the cross’ were peasants who were attracted to the adventure of a lifetime presented in such apocalyptic terms. Of course, as is the way with holy wars where absolute conviction necessarily defines the opponent as evil or worthless, this three-year expedition was a murderous affair on both sides. The Crusaders, to whom Pope Urban had promised remission of sins for any who died in the endeavour, pillaged, massacred Jewish and Muslim civilians, and performed other atrocities in the standard fashion of the time. However, the Crusades helped to strengthen the Capetian dynasty, not just by associating it with a noble myth but in more practical ways.


For the Crusades had the unintended consequence of weakening the power of the nobles, since a number were killed or died in foreign lands, while others were all but ruined by the cost of kitting out a private army for an expedition lasting years. Meanwhile, the craftsmen and traders who had equipped them had done quite nicely out of it. Indeed a new trading class was emerging which resented the constraints of the feudal system, while craftsmen were forming themselves into guilds and organizing free towns in an attempt to escape the payment of feudal dues. Thus the throne now had a potential ally in the new commercial class of the growing towns and the first to take advantage of this was the spectacularly fat but energetic Louis VI, Le Gros (1108–37), who began to grant royal charters to towns and in return received support from their militias in his effort to control the general disorder. For twenty years he was largely occupied with suppressing brigandage, besieging the robber barons in their castles and punishing wrongdoers. Well advised by his childhood friend Abbé Suger, he also had the Church and the peasantry on his side and by the time he passed the baton to his son, the very pious Louis VII (1137–80), the job of establishing the king’s authority had largely been accomplished.


Yet the strengthening of the monarchy began to bring out two larger problems which would become more pressing in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The first was the relationship with the Vatican and the extent of its control over the French Church. Louis, pious though he was, refused to accept the Pope’s nominee in preference to his own candidate as Archbishop of Bourges, which brought a papal interdict and led to a war with the Comte de Champagne, in the course of which Louis was involved in the murder of more than 1,000 people, burnt to death in the church at Vitry. Consumed by guilt, he sought to redeem himself by going on a Crusade – though the fact that he was accompanied by his wife, Aliénor (Eleanor) of Aquitaine and a bevy of her ladies did not exactly endear him to the Pope.


Aliénor was an attractive, feisty and forceful lady at a time when women’s roles were very secondary and it is not surprising that she should feature in many historical films and novels.1 Coming at the age of fifteen from the more relaxed, sophisticated Aquitaine court in Poitiers, she felt that she had been married off to a monk rather than a king and was seen as wayward and flighty. On their catastrophic Crusade, she quarrelled with Louis over strategy and was assumed to have had an affair with her young uncle Raymond of Antioch – whose severed head, after his defeat, was presented on a platter to the Caliph of Baghdad. Upon their eventual return, since she had also produced no sons, the marriage was dissolved – which is where the second problem emerges.


Almost at once she married the young Henry Plantagenet, who within two years would become King Henry II of England. However, she retained her title to the duchy of Aquitaine, which meant that the Angevin dynasty – so called because Henry was also the Comte d’Anjou – now controlled England, Normandy and the whole coastal area right down to the Pyrenees. Henry was still the vassal of his feudal overlord Louis, but the mismatch between the feudal system and the actual power relationship would challenge the Capetian kings throughout the thirteenth century – and indeed would throw up dynastic conflicts that would take 300 years to resolve.


Philippe Auguste (1180–1223), the son of Louis VII, was a cunning and determined character. Sharply aware of the rising Angevin threat, he fought for over thirty years against the forces of three successive Angevin kings: Henry II, Richard the Lionheart and King John. By the end he had acquired Normandy, Brittany, Anjou, Maine, Poitou and Touraine, conquests which he consolidated at the Battle of Bouvines in 1214 – in effect establishing his kingdom as a leading European power. He also made considerable improvements at home, professionalizing his administration, creating financial stability and protecting the interests of the rising middle class of the towns. He had the main streets of Paris paved, continued the construction of Notre Dame and built the central market of Les Halles while, by granting a charter to the Sorbonne, he recognized that it was now the intellectual centre of medieval Christendom.


In his canny fashion Philippe Auguste contrived to be too busy to respond to the Pope’s appeal to lead the Crusade against the Cathars. This holy war, against other Christians this time, was proclaimed by Pope Innocent III in 1209 in order to suppress the heretical Cathars or Albigensians – so called after the southern town of Albi. The Cathars were peaceful, but were Manichean in outlook, emphasized the moral teaching of Christ rather than the resurrection and – a crucial factor in the Pope’s eyes – rejected the sacraments. In effect they were denying the whole ministering role of the Church, which they also saw as too worldly, and to that extent might be seen as early Protestants.


The Pope’s proclamation brought many thousands of knights and peasants, encouraged by the guarantee of remission of sins and the possibility of seizing land from the Cathars, to descend on Languedoc under the leadership of Simon de Montfort. 2. An early episode was the slaughter of the inhabitants of Béziers during which the papal legate Arnald Amalric, when asked who should be spared, is said to have replied, ‘Kill them all, God will recognize his own.’ Simon himself, ferociously devout and devoutly ferocious, tortured and killed, and had the eyes torn out of those he allowed to live. Since all this, not surprisingly, provoked resistance, the affair dragged on for decades until the Vatican brought in the Inquisition to crush it, by which time up to a million people may have been killed across the south. Meanwhile, the Crusade had turned inevitably into a war of conquest – of which the winners, in the end, were the crafty Philippe Auguste and his successors, who absorbed Languedoc.


However, the reign which is seen as the high point of a golden thirteenth century is that of Louis IX (1226–70), sanctified after his death as St Louis and a legendary figure for French schoolchildren. Tutored by his dominant mother Blanche of Castile, he was an ascetically pious figure much given to the hair shirt, fasting and practising humility by washing the feet of his nobles. This did not prevent him from jealously protecting his independence from the Vatican, as though anticipating the later concept of the absolute monarch as deriving his authority directly from God. And the absolutist severity of his religious belief, once again, dictated his ready approval of the Inquisition’s use of torture and confiscation against the Cathars, as of the slaughter of infidels in the Crusades. He himself went eagerly on two Crusades, the first of which he financed by expelling Jews for usury and confiscating their lands. Both were disastrous failures, since he had to be ransomed after capture on the Seventh Crusade and died of fever on the Eighth in 1270. But they added to the lustre of a king who, however stark his religious zeal, blended severity with justice and did much good for his kingdom.


For he reformed the courts in an attempt to provide more equal justice and encouraged the use of Roman law. He forced the nobles to fulfil their obligations, improved the administration of taxes and founded the Quinze-Vingts hospital for the poor in Paris. He patronized the arts, encouraged the spread of Gothic cathedrals and built the magnificent Sainte Chapelle as his court chapel.


He was as shrewd and successful in strengthening his kingdom. In 1259, in an attempt to put an end to long-standing claims and counter-claims, he ceded Limoges, Cahors and Périgueux to Henry III of England in return for Henry’s renunciation of any claim to Normandy, Anjou, Maine, Poitou or Touraine. He also exchanged his claim to Roussillon and Barcelona for the King of Aragon’s claim to Provence and Languedoc. All this led him to be seen as the ideal Christian prince and his kingdom, at a time of relative peace and prosperity, as the most prestigious in Christendom.


It was left to Louis IX’s grandson Philippe IV (1285– 1314), called Le Bel or the Fair on account of his cold good looks, to tackle the underlying problem of the relationship with the Vatican and to see the kingdom into a troubled fourteenth century. With nothing saintly about him other than his hair shirt, Philippe changed the rules of the game in more ways than one. He proceeded to govern less like the head of a feudal kingdom than that of a centralized monarchy, with more general taxation and a state bureaucracy which tended to sideline the nobles. This, together with military expenses and ambitious rebuilding schemes, demanded ever more money. So he dispossessed the moneylending Lombards and then the Jews, before taxing the clergy, whereupon he was threatened with excommunication by Pope Boniface VIII, who believed kings to be accountable to himself.


Philippe’s answer was to send a diplomatic hit squad to rough up the Pope and to have the papacy transferred to Avignon, with a tame new Pope in the form of Clément V. This not only asserted the independence of the French Church, but helped when in his search for money he set out with the connivance of Clément to destroy the wealthy order of the Knights Templar, which had unwisely refused to finance a war with England. This was achieved through the Inquisition, with elaborate torture to extract patently false confessions, the sad paradox being that, as one writer puts it, ‘the most frightening of the inquisitors were the incorruptible ones, who tortured purely and simply for the love of God’.3 A flavour of Philippe’s style may be given by his treatment of two clandestine young lovers of his daughters-in-law – who were publicly flayed, castrated, disembowelled, beheaded and then strung up by their armpits. None of this was pretty, but by the end of his reign he had largely achieved political control of the Church and had moved the feudal kingdom towards something approaching a more integrated modern monarchy.


The gradual increase in security over the three centuries up to Philippe’s death in 1314 had encouraged both economic and cultural development. Of course it was still an agricultural economy and work in the fields was harsh, with only oxen available as draught animals and – before the arrival of New World plants such as potatoes, maize and tomatoes – a limited range of crops. The cereal-based diet was poor, harvests could fail, and there was no protection from smallpox or typhoid. Even so, with broadly benign climatic conditions, the clearing of forests for planting, the introduction of crop rotation and an improvement in yields, the situation had improved to the point where the population had trebled to around 15 million. The energy was to be found in the rapidly growing towns, centres of local and often through trade, with their markets, their specialized craftsmen, their fairs, their jugglers, their pickpockets, their prostitutes and their itinerant beggars. By the thirteenth century there was also a rising middle class of educated servants of the throne, as administrators or magistrates. The towns, however cramped and insanitary the conditions, were where the future lay.


Culture and education in this period depended essentially on the Church. The two greatest monastic orders of the Middle Ages, the Benedictines and the more austere Cistercians, arose in Burgundy. The Benedictines, in particular, had much to do with the spread of churches across the country and originated the highly influential Cluniac Reforms, named after their abbey at Cluny, designed to remove corruption from the Church and protect it from secular interference. The university of Paris grew out of the cathedral school of Notre Dame and competing schools such as Ste Geneviève and the college founded in 1257 by Robert de Sorbon, who would give his name to the Sorbonne in the mid-sixteenth century.


Luminaries of this period when Paris had become the leading centre for theological studies include the prolific St Thomas Aquinas and the charismatic Peter Abelard – whose tragic love affair with his student Héloïse, for which her uncle had him castrated, has inevitably led to fictional treatments which perhaps obscure his importance as a scholastic thinker.4
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