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‘For Horne, history always has a human face. He is at his superlative best when dealing with political power and the personalities which made events … The writing is sharp, the pace terrific and hardly a page turns without leaving a memorable detail or telling phrase to savour. Horne on top form is not to be missed. This is a full-throated, wonderfully readable chronicle of a nation that is neither close friend nor a sworn foe, but now the one, sometimes the other’ David Coward, Independent


‘An ideal introduction to the compelling history of our nearest neighbour and closest rival … He has now produced this scholarly, highly readable and refreshingly opinionated one-volume history of the nation. Although Sir Alistair is at his best on the tragedies and travails of France in the 20th century – ground that will be familiar to many readers, but to which he none the less brings many fresh and rewarding insights … The complexities of religious and political life are dealt with painlessly and intelligently … His cool and just appraisal of the little Corsican’


Simon Heffer, Country Life


‘Horne has a genius for this sort of light-footed interpretation, which never impedes the narrative flow but opens up further questions: for instance, how can anyone possibly think that invading another sovereign country will lead to anything other than trouble and woe?’


Adam Thorpe, Guardian


‘The history of France one has always wanted – erudite, affectionate, vastly entertaining and carried along with Tolstoyan sweep as all the characters leap to life’ Jilly Cooper, Books of the Year, Daily Telegraph


‘As a Francophobe, I was shaken in my prejudice’


Andrew Roberts, Books of the Year, New Statesman


‘His thoughtful comments, from a British perspective, about the dilemmas of occupation in the second world war were … welcome’ Spectator


‘[Horne’s] splendid story of enmities and alliances over the last thousand years, a learned tour d’horizon written with much love of our nearest neighbour – but also offering frank opinions … Every reader who enjoys this book may want to buy some of the author’s many other books which have focused on specific shorter periods of French history. They are all worth it’ Claus von Bülow, Catholic Herald


‘A brilliant dissection of a love-hate relationship’


Paul Lay, BBC History Magazine


‘[Horne] has a remarkable talent for sending shafts of light into history and making connections … Horne brings to French history an intriguingly wry British perspective’ John Montague, Irish Times


‘Horne’s prose is entertaining, elegant and crisp, and his acerbic views on the great men and moments of French history are always bracing … He is at his best on the Second World War and its aftermath. The familiar tales of casual betrayal under the Nazi occupation, culminating in the deportations from Drancy and torture chambers in the heart of Paris, are given new life in Horne’s steely description’ New Statesman
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Introduction


Ever since, back in the 1960s, I wrote the Price of Glory trilogy about Franco–German wars, I have been enticed by the dangerously ambitious project of attempting a full-scale History of that complex, sometimes exasperating, but always fascinating country – France. At last, the year 2004 provided a kind of launching pad. It was the hundredth anniversary of the signature of the Entente Cordiale, the Treaty which ended centuries of war and enmity between Britain and her neighbour. Friend or Foe? Over the centuries more often the latter than the former. (2004 also happened to be the bicentenary of the Coronation as Emperor of Britain’s deadly enemy, Napoleon Bonaparte; he who came within several inches that same year of repeating the success of William the Conqueror, failing where a later despot, Adolf Hitler also failed.)


The Entente Cordiale conveys rather different things in British and American history – and for France. For France it meant, quite simply, the certainty at last of an ally who would counter-balance the dread power of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s vast and menacing Reich on her doorstep; and regain the lost provinces of Alsace-Lorraine so brutally torn from her thirty-three years previously. At terrible, unacceptable cost for France, it would bring victory in 1918, but predictable defeat in 1940.


For Britain the Entente, if it signified the end of all those centuries of conflict with France, it also meant inevitable involvement in a major European war, for the first time since 1815 – and against a new enemy. (There are today, however, still a revisionist minority of British scholars who think that maybe the Entente was a thoroughly bad thing for Britain, and that somehow we should have kept out, and made friends with the Kaiser with his glaring eyes and aggressive moustaches, and hang-ups derived from that shrivelled arm.)


For the USA, the Entente, which was still to leave an unbalanced alliance not sufficiently powerful enough to defeat Germany by itself in 1914–17, would make inevitable involvement in two world wars, and (to date) a permanent departure from the exhortations of Washington’s Farewell Address. So, inescapably, perceptions of French history and its message differ radically from one side of the Atlantic to the other.


While writing Seven Ages of Paris, I was constantly reminded of the unique centralism of Paris throughout the history of France. In Maurice Druon’s generous preface [p. xiv], he remarks ‘… he offers us, in effect, a new history of France herself – a personalised history …’ I am proud to think this might be so. In reading Druon’s words, I too came to realise how impossible it is to write a history of Paris without it in some way being a history of France – and vice versa. And this new book is also, unashamedly a highly personalised, idiosyncratic view of France through the ages, written by a Briton, a cher ennemi.


I should perhaps explain the title. When researching my first book about France, The Price of Glory: Verdun 1916, in the early sixties, every morning the head of the Service Historique de l’Armée out at Vincennes, a wonderful central-casting figure for a French general, [General] de Cossé-Brissac, would greet me with a warm handshake, and the words ‘Mon cher ennemi!’. It echoed the sentiment of that 16th century warrior-poet, Sir Philip Sidney


‘That sweet enemy, France!’


and he explained this superlative oxymoron as follows: though we’ve been at war almost all our histories, we do really quite like you. In the context of recent events, the oxymoron may be somewhat less comprehensible to US readers. As one New York publisher remarked: ‘Americans today have some difficulty in seeing the adjective “dear” in relation to those French people’! But, I repeat, this is, as Seven Ages was, a highly idiosyncratic book, written by a twentieth-century Briton.


This leads one to those different perceptions of French history in UK and USA. For the best part of a thousand years England was at war with France, with brief (and often rather artificial) intervals of peace in between. There was, for instance, the Peace of Amiens, 1802, which lasted three months. It dates back, obviously, to the Norman Conquest (though the French really couldn’t be blamed, as the Normans of 1066 were not in effect French); it runs through the Hundred Years War (two of them), the wars of Louis XIV, and of Napoleon. Even in July 1940 Britain’s killing of 1300 French sailors at Oran, out of the necessity of fighting Hitler, struck a terrible blow at the soul of France – and brought Churchill, that great Francophile, to tears in the Commons. The following year British troops were killing the French of Vichy in Syria.


Hence the 2003 rift over Iraq came perhaps as less of a shock to the British system than to the American. For America, there were the French-Indian wars of the 1750s; but they were long ago, peripheral, and fought against what was shortly to become a common foe – the British Redcoat. Then came Lafayette and Yorktown, the Louisiana Purchase and the Napoleonic Wars; in all of which France to America was a benevolent item. In the war of 1812, surely that most foolish of all conflicts, it was against Britain – not France – that Americans fought their sole engagement of the Napoleonic Wars. So 1904 signifies America’s reluctant, but decisive involvement in two European wars. ‘Lafayette, we are here!’ – was it France the doughboys of 1917 came to save? Then came the wild 1920s, with the proper slogan ‘good Americans die in Paris’. In 1944, many did die on Omaha and Utah Beaches (whence William once sailed to conquer England), to save France yet a second time over.


In such a reading of history the terrible shock to post-9/11 USA of the perceived ‘ingratitude’ of 2003 becomes comprehensible. ‘Enemies’, to some – but not very ‘dear’. France, however, with her two thousand years of history behind her, goes on immortally, pursuing her own unique path – sometimes inspiring, sometimes infuriating, but never boring, to her friends and neighbours. Charles de Gaulle perhaps judged it well when he once wrote of the country, whose virtues and faults he often personified:


‘In the classical French garden, no tree seeks to stifle the others by overshadowing them; the plants accommodate themselves to being geometrically arranged; the pond does not aspire to be a waterfall; the statues do not vie to obtrude themselves upon the admiring spectator. A noble melancholy comes over usfn1, from time to time. Perhaps it comes from our feeling that each element, in isolation, might have been more radiantly brilliant. But that would be to the detriment of the whole; and the observer takes delight in the rule that impresses on the garden its magnificent harmony.


The pursuit of harmony, though by no means always attainable, is what France is about.


fn1 Author’s italics.




ONE


Beginnings:
Caesar to the Capetians


‘A barbarous country where the houses were gloomy, the churches ugly and the customs revolting.’


Anne of Kiev, 1050


When Occupied Vichy’s Admiral Darlan was assassinated by a young French zealot in Algiers in December 1942, Winston Churchill observed to the House of Commons – in exasperation moderated with great sympathy – that the ‘Good Lord in his infinite wisdom did not choose to make Frenchmen in the image of the English’. Some, on both sides of the Channel, may shout ‘Bravo!’ or ‘Hear Hear!’ but the fact is incontrovertible. With even less likelihood of challenge, the same could be said of the two nations. Geography, as much as history, though hand in hand, is what creates a nation. Over the centuries, while England lay protected from the invader (often, indeed, from outside influence) by the Channel, the North Sea and the Atlantic, France had nothing to guard her from the ‘barbarian at the gates’. As Guderian and Rommel proved in May 1940, not even her great but sleepy rivers like the Meuse, the Oise, the Somme and the Marne could prevent an invader from sweeping across the boundless flat plains of northern France to threaten her capital city, Paris – any more than the Vistula and the Niemen could preserve Poland, with a geography that was so similar. (And see what a deal history dealt to the Poles!) West of the Rhine, all through her history, France had no topographical boundaries on which she could rely.


Thus much of her first two millennia encompasses an eternal hunt for security, on the one hand through strengthening herself at home; on the other, by aggressively pursuing expansionism abroad – often under the slogan of la gloire. In the pursuit of security, opposing instincts of the libertarian versus the authoritarian would repeatedly vye against each other.


In the beginning, France consisted of little more than an embattled island in the middle of the River Seine, surrounded by bristling palisades, in what is now Paris’s Île de la Cité. The Romans founded ‘Lutetia’, as they called it, at a time when, as readers of Asterix know, Gaul was divided into three parts under Julius Caesar. (The word ‘Lutetia’, romantic as it sounds, in fact derived from the Latin for ‘mud’ – appropriately enough, as its long-suffering denizens would discover over many successive centuries.)


Fortunately, Emperor Julian (AD 358) found Lutetia, with its vineyards, figs and gentle climate, so thoroughly agreeable that he refused a summons to lead legions to the Middle East. Surprisingly, he even found the Seine ‘pleasant to drink, for it is very pure and agreeable to the eye’. Already in Roman times Lutetia became prosperous and alluring enough for it to be worth assault, and burning, by marauders from across the Rhine. About the same time as Nero watched Rome burn, the whole of the wooden settlements on the left bank were razed by fire. The city contracted, the Parisians withdrawing, once again, into the highly defensible fastness of the Île de la Cité. One of the first of many Germanic invasions was seen off by Emperor Julian, after the Alamani had come to within only twenty-five leagues away – roughly the same spot as their grey-clad kinsmen reached under the Kaiser in 1914. The prayers of Sainte Geneviève, patron saint of Paris, reputedly caused Attila the Hun to swing away from the city in 451, and over the ages intercessions to her were to be made to save Paris from latter-day Huns – with varying degrees of success.


Rome gave Paris her first revolutionary martyr, Saint Denis, decapitated at what became the ‘Mons Martyrum’ – or Montmartre. The fields around his place of execution were said to have ‘displayed a wonderful fertility’. Ever after, the Roman tradition would run like a vital chord all through French history, summoned up and referred back to at crucial moments. In his godlike splendour, the ‘Roi Soleil’ tapped into it, content to see himself portrayed as Hercules on the Porte Saint-Martin. The Great Revolution and its heirs reinvented such artefacts as consuls and senators, tribunes and togas. Napoleon I had himself crowned emperor, then emulated Trajan’s Column to vaunt his victories over his foes at Austerlitz in the Place Vendôme; Napoleon III, also assuming the title of Emperor, reverently clad the statue of his great uncle atop it in a toga, and when things were going badly for him in 1869, went to seek inspiration at the Roman ruins of Lutetia.


Equally, the Seine was, and is, and always will be, Paris. From earliest days the navigable river and the north–south axis that intersected it at the Île de la Cité formed one of Europe’s most important crossroads. The island itself constituted a natural fortress, all but unassailable. In marked contrast to the estuarial, shallow and narrow Thames, the Seine’s waters were not too swift and were capable of carrying heavy loads, ideal for commerce in wine, wheat and timber. It enabled Paris to dominate trade in the north as Lyon on the Rhône did in the centre, and Bordeaux on the Garonne and Nantes on the Loire in the west – thus making Paris a natural commercial capital early in the Middle Ages; never to lose this primacy. Resting on the river like a great ship, Paris appropriately adopted the motto of Fluctuat Nec Mergitur (‘She Floats But Does Not Sink’), retaining it as city burst far beyond its island bounds.


A dynasty of Frankish rulers, mostly yobbish louts whose name appropriately derived from the Latin word for ‘ferocious’, now pushed in from the east and devastated the Gaul lands as they went. Once established in France, having moved to Paris from the temporary capital of Rheims they came to be known as the Merovingians.fn1 Over two-and-a-half dark centuries they wrangled and split among themselves, beginning with the first Merovingian king, Clovis, who killed off most of his family; ‘after each murder,’ writes Maurice Druon,1 with some acidity: ‘Clovis built a church.’ They were not gentle, or nice people, these Frankish forebears of the modern-day Parisian – especially the women, who were strong, dominating, often ferocious, and who lived to great ages. There was Queen Fredegonda (545–97), described as glowing ‘like the eye of a nocturnal carnivore’, who had women burned alive on flimsy allegations of being responsible for the deaths of her children, and for whose fierce pleasures her lover, King Chilperic, had his first two wives murdered within the same week. Even after Fredegonda’s death, her bitter rival, Brunhilda (543–613), now a venerable septuagenarian, was brutally put to death. Tortured for three days, her last descendants slain before her eyes, chroniclers have it that she was then hoisted on to a camel (possibly a somewhat rare spectacle in contemporary France) and paraded in front of her deriding army. Finally she was ‘tied, by one arm, one leg and her white hair, to the tail of an unbroken horse’,2 allegedly along what is now the Rue des Petits-Champs, stronghold of bankers in the 2nd arrondissement.


During the ascendancy of these formidable early Frenchwomen, precursors of Reine Margot and Madame Defarge, convents were burned to the ground with their inmates inside, leaders assassinated in conjugal beds, children abducted and murdered, hands severed, eyes gouged, lovers defenestrated, and cunning poisons developed in the name of statecraft. Byzantium had nothing more deplorable to show than the Merovingians. But at least, under Clovis, the notion of Paris as a capital city first became accepted, from which – in the brief three last years of his grisly life – Clovis administered a kingdom even larger than modern France. His descendent, Dagobert died of dysentery, aged only thirty-six, but his interment at Saint-Denis established the principle for the burial of subsequent kings of France. In a curiously progressive fashion, none of the Merovingian rulers was ever crowned, they were all elected.


The throne of France would have fallen into Muslim hands if, a hundred years later, the usurping strong-man and bastard, Charles Martel, had not halted the Saracens at Poitiers. As it was, the closing years of the century saw the last of the Merovingians and the arrival of Charlemagne, a rather less attractive character than his portraits and subsequent canonisation would suggest. He was more German than French (and looked it), and an absentee ruler who did little for France, or Paris; it has mystified many that a statue was erected to him in front of Notre-Dame. It was more for his greatness than his goodness: crowned Holy Roman Emperor on Christmas Day in the year 800, Charlemagne fought forty-seven campaigns in as many years; he married four times (he divorced his first wife, and then three died – to be replaced by four concubines). He forbade his daughters to marry, preferring them to live at home and populate the court with bastards. Charlemagne’s Carolingian dynasty would last another 200 years. His empire extended from the Pyrenees to the Elbe – but he ran it all from Aix-la-Chapelle (Aachen), rather than Paris.


The great empire was short-lived. Under Charlemagne’s son, the first of eighteen named Louis (nicknamed ‘the Pious’), it was dismembered into seven parts. As the Carolingians wrangled, and all Europe sank into a kind of lethargy, in the ninth century a new and unknown warrior race emerged to the north – Norsemen, surging out of Scandinavia to invade the British Isles and Russia as far as Kiev, and even reaching Constantinople. In 843 Nantes was sacked, the bishop killed on the steps of his altar. Only two years later, 120 long-boats, terrifyingly decorated and with thirty pairs of oars, attacked Paris unexpectedly from up-stream. Once again the population fled; the Norsemen departed, carrying off tons of booty – including the magnificent bronze roof of Saint-Germain-le-Doré. They appeared everywhere, like some terrible plague of locusts, even sailing up the Rhône to pillage Valence, and striking at Pisa in Italy. Defenceless Paris was sacked – and more churches lost their roofs – another five times over the next twenty years. How these dauntless seaborne marauders were able to strike, with such impunity and effect, so far inland remains something of a mystery. Meanwhile the useless Charles the Bald occupied himself by putting out the eyes of his son, suspected of plotting against him.


As in the time of Attila, Paris shrank back into the original twenty-five acres of the Île de la Cité. In 885, with Charlemagne’s legacy disintegrating and the throne of France to all intents vacant, there came the first siege of Paris. Setting forth from England, a force of Norsemen captured Rouen and headed on up the Seine. Fourteen hundred boats, said to have ‘covered two leagues of the river’ and bearing a formidable force of some 30,000 hirsute warriors, reached Paris. To have woken up and seen this terrifying array on the Seine must have been shattering for the Parisians. These Norsemen constituted a besieging force comparable only to the Prussians who were to invest the city almost exactly a thousand years later.


Led by a heroic Comte de Paris, Eudes, son of Robert the Strong, Paris refused to surrender – the first time that any city had resisted the terrible Norsemen. Eudes was to prove himself France’s homme fort, but the siege lasted ten grim months. Natural forces even allied themselves with the attackers; on 6 February a flood swept away the Petit Pont, enabling the Norsemen to capture one of the châtelet fortresses. Next famine broke out. In despair, Eudes slipped out of the city and galloped to Germany to demand assistance from the Emperor, Charles the Fat. Charles set out unwillingly, but the size of his ponderous army moving down from Montmartre caused the fatigued Norsemen to hesitate. Dubious negotiations were entered into, in which the Parisians bribed the Norsemen with 700 livres of silver and a free passage of the Seine, both ways – encouraging them to carry the war upstream to Burgundy, and leave Paris in peace. It was a deal which, subjecting the unhappy Burgundians to the worst winter they had ever known, would lead to centuries of instinctive mistrust and hatred between the principality of Burgundy and France, culminating during the Hundred Years War in an alliance with the English.


As a result of his brave defiance towards the Norsemen, two years later Count Eudes found himself elected as king by the nobles in preference to a German princeling: just to pile chaos on chaos, for a while there were in fact two Kings of France of East & West – but in Paris it was Eudes who mattered. In 911, he bought off the Norsemen by giving them the duchy of Normandy. From then on their eyes were encouraged to turn northwards, with cheerful projects of conquering Saxon England.


Now a great-nephew of Eudes, Hugues Capet, saw off the Germanic Emperor Otto II on the slopes of Montmartre (close to where Saint Denis was separated from his head). In 987, in the city of Senlis, he was elected king by assembled French barons, and a month later Capet was crowned in Rheims Cathedral, thereby establishing a fresh precedent, like Dagobert’s interment at Saint-Denis. He ruled for only nine years (987–96), but for the first time Paris had a French, not Frankish, king and a new French dynasty. Forced to give up title to Lorraine and concede the already historic fortress of Verdun to the Germans, however, the domain of France inherited by Hugues Capet looked like a tiny kernel surrounded by a mass of hostile pulp comprising Burgundy, Flanders, Normandy, Aquitaine and Lorraine. As the energetic Norsemen, now Normans, swarmed across the English Channel and began to reorganise the sleepy and backward Saxon England they had conquered, Capetian France remained poor, its vassals powerful, its rulers in thrall to the Church and inhibited by the lack of a common language. But by 1328, when the Capetian dynasty had run its course, the kingdom of France had become the most united and potent in western Europe.fn2


There are no portraits of Hugues Capet (although the surname came as a sobriquet because of the abbeys whose ‘cappa’ he wore). He died young of smallpox, but he had arranged a dynastic marriage for his eldest son, Robert, and assured his succession as rex designatus. The only text attributed to him was his coronation oath:


I, who am about to become king of the Franks, by divine favour, on this day of my coronation, in the presence of God and the saints, … promise to distribute justice to the people who are in my care, according to their rights.


It was to be repeated by all his successors down to the revolution. Although he seems to have been a timid and anomalous character, herein lies Hugues Capet’s claim to fame; from him would be descended nearly forty kings who would succeed each other over a period of more than 800 years.


Hugues’ heir was accorded the nickname of ‘Robert the Pious’ (996–1031), which he did little enough to earn. Almost his first act was to repudiate the wife his father had found him, Rosala of Italy, while hanging on to her dowry. He promptly contracted a love-match with an older woman, his widowed cousin Berthe of Burgundy, who already had five children. He was excommunicated. After resisting papal pressure for five years, Robert capitulated. He dismissed the queen he loved, and married Constance of Provence – a terrible shrew who punished him by filling his days with nagging tantrums, and his court with plotters, thieves and debauchees from the Midi. Later Robert tried, unsuccessfully, to re-wed his true love, Berthe. To ingratiate himself with a disapproving Pope, he burned alive fourteen ‘heretics’ in Orléans, drawn ‘from among the best priests and leading laymen of that town’ – thereby establishing himself as a precursor of the Inquisition. Robert the Pious also set about rebuilding the Paris abbeys of Saint-Germain-des-Prés and Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois, which had lain in ruins ever since the Norse raids. In an otherwise unspectacular reign of thirty-five years, he became the first ruler in centuries to embark seriously upon the reconstruction of Paris. But much of France as Robert the Pious left it must have been in a parlous state. When his successor Henri I (1031–60) married Anne of Kiev from supposedly backward Russia in 1050, she was not impressed by her husband’s domain; nose in the air, she wrote to her father, Yaroslav the Great, complaining that it was ‘a barbarous country where the houses were gloomy, the churches ugly and the customs revolting’.3


Philippe I (1060–1108) was a venal glutton who – following in the steps of his grandfather – was excommunicated following a doubly adulterous marriage; but he never let it worry him. His reign was uneventful at home, but eventful abroad. After conquering England, William of Normandy turned towards Paris. Killed in front of Mantes in 1087, the Conqueror’s death may have been a cause of relief for the fun-loving Philippe; but the Anglo-Norman menace had been born which was to shake France for another seven centuries, and more.


Under the first four, rather undistinguished, Capetian kings, the realm of France expanded to almost double its size. Then, in 1108, there arrived the first of the significant rulers of the dynasty, Louis VI, ‘le Gros’.


The three decades spanned by Louis VI’s reign (1108–37) stake out an important turning point, not just for France, but for the cultural history of the West as a whole. It was a true window of bright light in the Middle Ages, over a century before Giotto and Dante were even thought of. In France its landmarks and symbols were the soaring Gothic glories of Chartres, Sens, Laon, Bourges, Notre-Dame and Saint-Denis cathedrals, not to mention Canterbury (whose technical secrets were imported by William of Sens in 1174). Inspired by Eastern influences brought home by the early Crusaders, it was in France (and especially in the nuclear Île de France) that the innovation of Gothic religious architecture found its most fertile ground. Close to the heart of it was a most remarkable Frenchman – Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis born in 1081.


‘The Twelfth-Century Renaissance’, which took root in the reign of Louis VI, would thrive in France under the later reigns of Louis VII and Philippe-Auguste. Louis VI himself was a remarkable figure about whom we know more through Abbé Suger, than we know about his duller Capetian predecessors. Abbot of Saint-Denis for thirty years (1122–51) until his death, Suger was the first in a long line of able and enlightened ministers to the kings of France that was to produce statesmen like Henri IV’s Sully, Louis XIII’s Richelieu and Louis XIV’s Colbert. He was a diplomat, statesman and businessman, outstanding for his architectural good taste, as well as being a churchman who built (or, rather, rebuilt) the magnificent basilica of Saint-Denis. But Suger was also an author, taking it upon himself to write a chronicle of his sovereign.


Out of Suger’s Life of Louis VI emerges an energetic, conscientious and chivalrous ruler. He was the first of the dynasty not to be crowned during his father’s lifetime. As a young man, Suger records him as being ‘An incomparable athlete and an eminent gladiator’ who, before he became ‘le Gros’ had merited the nicknames of ‘the Warrior’ and ‘the Alert’. As his definitive nickname suggests, he was a huge eater and drinker (it was impossible to lift the King into his saddle towards end of his life as a result of obesity and illness), but he was also profoundly religious. Beneath his gross exterior he was a sensitive man, capable of forgiving his multiplicity of enemies (these included his stepmother, Bertrade, who even tried to have him poisoned).


In the first of the long-running contests against the new foe, the Norman English, Louis challenged England’s Henry I to a duel on a bridge in front of both armies. Prudently, Henry refused. Later, in 1124, the French and their allies under Louis fought and beat a coalition of Henry I of England and his namesake (and son-in-law) the Holy Roman Emperor, at Rheims. Even more important for France was his successful struggle against the feudal lords, which lasted through most of his reign.


Late in life, Louis le Gros married an admirable and extremely plain woman who bore him nine children, thus assuring the future of the dynasty. Skilfully he arranged – just before his death – the marriage of his infant son, Louis, to Eleanor of Aquitaine. It was to be an unhappy alliance that stored up trouble, but it achieved a bloodless reunification with the great duchy to the south-west – and a spell of tranquillity for the still small country that was France.


The Abbot Suger, whose power survived the death of the King, was to prove of considerably greater historical importance than either of the monarchs he served. Having travelled four times to Rome, he ‘knew about everything and had a hand in everything’. He was blessed with a prodigious memory, being able to recite twenty or thirty lines of profane Horace at the drop of a hat. He was incorruptible, and had a very clear-cut view of how a king should behave. He should have ‘long hands’, thought Suger, and it was ‘shameful for a king to transgress the law, because king and law draw their authority from the same source’.4


Suger could be described as an early peace-monger, espousing the spirit of compromise and conciliation. Nevertheless, and for all his love of beautiful things, he could also find beauty in war; provided that it was fought on behalf of his master – and was therefore a just war. With considerably less than distress, indeed some relish, he describes Louis’ knights ‘piously cutting up the impious [i.e. the English enemy] by mutilating their members (that is, blinding and castrating them) and disembowelling the others with delight [dulcissime/avec délices]’. At young Louis’ siege of La Roche Guyon in 1109, both living and dead were hurled out of the castle windows on to lance-points below; while the heart of the enemy leader, ‘swollen with deceit and iniquity’, was paraded on a stake, and mutilated bodies floated down the Seine on hurdles as a warning to the King’s foes in downstream Normandy.


In this Suger was also no more than a man of his times, although the Dark Ages and the grimly Germanic Carolingian era had certainly passed. The early Crusades had opened new trade routes as well as new mental horizons, with an awareness – inter alia – of Arab culture and contributions to mathematics and philosophy. This was further enhanced by the great pilgrimages to Santiago de Compostela of the Romanesque world. There were the tender sprouts of a new humanism: by comparison with what had passed, social order and the supply of food and clothing seemed assured, so that the best minds could now be liberated for speculative and productive thought. The word ‘dialectic’, meaning a true exchange of ideas, began to appear in the vocabulary of the teaching fraternity. Social structures were evolving from feudalism towards the organisation of the guild, so that now the genius of man the engineer as well as man the aesthete could make the soaring glories of Gothic realisable.fn3


Between the Dark Ages and the purging of heresy in the later Middle Ages, the best and brightest arbiters of Church thought had little difficulty in squaring love of God with love of worldly beauty. As Umberto Eco points out in a slender but excellent book, to view it as ‘puritanical, in the sense of rejecting the sensuous world, ignores the documentation of the period and shows a basic misunderstanding of the medieval mentality’.5 In Suger’s delight in the sensous world, Eco rightly sees a ‘mystical joie de vivre’, an essential ingenuous innocence not yet corrupted by the sins of monastic simony and greed.


Nevertheless, such an outlook would draw forth angry invective from the ascetic Saint Bernard of Clairvaux: ‘for us all bodily delights are nothing but dung’, while of the new Gothic church ornamentation, he would question with acid wit:


why do the studious monks have to face such ridiculous monstrosities? … this elegant deformity? Those loutish apes? The savage lions? The monstrous centaurs? The half-men? The spotted tigers? The soldiers fighting? … one could spend the whole day marvelling at one such representation rather than in meditating on the law of God … why at least are we not angry at the expense?6


To Suger, however, there was yet another pragmatic excuse for church embellishment; it was that if the common people (that is, the illiterate) could not grasp the Scriptures, then it could best be taught them through the medium of pictures – or stories carved in stone. Here was a big divergence between medieval Christianity and the fundamental Muslim approach, which allowed of no representation of the human figure. It was all part of a Christian campaign to educate by appealing to the public’s ‘delight in image and allegory’, with the moral and the aesthetic being integrated in a visual and straightforward form of appeal.


Above all, there was Paris’s own mighty Notre-Dame. Begun in 1163 under the genius of Maurice de Sully – who started life (in 1120) as the son of a peasant from the Loire – construction work in the narrow streets of medieval Paris proved an immense undertaking.fn4 In the early Middle Ages, a church was likened to a ship steering for harbour, and what could be more appropriate than Notre-Dame’s extraordinarily dominant position on the Seine, athwart the stern of the Île de la Cité – and so appropriate to the city’s coat of arms, Fluctuat Nec Mergitur? The Pope blessed the foundation stone of Notre-Dame, while Thomas à Becket was among those to watch its building.


Four centuries later Henri IV would come on his knees to the cathedral to affirm his belief that Paris was ‘worth a mass’; earlier, in the latter stages of the Hundred Years War, England’s ten-year-old Henry VI would, provocatively, be crowned King of France before its altar; Mary Queen of Scots would be married there to Catherine de Medici’s short-lived son, François II; Louis XIV would hang out the flags of his military victories in the nave, victories that would be paid for in the revolution. Then the revolutionaries of 1789 in their wild orgy of republicanism, not content with the vandalising of the great portico and ritual decapitation of all sovereigns depicted, threatened to raze it, or put it up for private sale. Fortunately they settled for transmuting the empty, desecrated building into a Temple to Reason in a bizarrely blasphemous ceremony headed by a heavily made-up ballerina from the Opéra, who was carried in state as the ‘Goddess of Reason’. Even the bells were melted down for cannon; only the mighty, 13-ton ‘Jacqueline’ survived – to be rung only on special days.


Napoleon Bonaparte restored the cathedral so that he could be crowned Emperor there, and de Gaulle would celebrate Paris’s liberation from the Nazi occupation with a Te Deum in Notre-Dame in 1944. Most of what one sees today, however, at Notre-Dame is the legacy of the renowned nineteenth-century restorer – or vandal, depending on the point of view – Viollet-le-Duc, creator of the walled city of Carcassonne that is so romantically exciting when seen from a distance, so phoney an empty stage-set close up.


If Notre-Dame is a prime historical symbol for France, it was Suger and his king in the twelfth century who brought the new vitality which created it, and allowed the capital to grow like its king – fat and prosperous. There grew up a whole district of Paris dedicated to commerce and provisions with street names like the Rue de la Grande Boucherie, Rue de la Poulaillerie, Rue Pied de Boeuf, etc. Along the Quai de Grève, the strand of sand that afforded a landing-stage and which was later to assume sinister associations in Parisian history as a place of public execution and horrendous torture, a major port grew up. For the next eight centuries, until de Gaulle relocated Les Halles, this area – based on the foundations of an old Roman market – was to be the city’s main source of foodstuffs. Now France had both physical and spiritual nourishment.


fn1 On account of their Frankish origins, Aldous Huxley once claimed the modern French to be ‘Germans that have gone partially Latin’.


fn2 It is also an interesting mathematical fact, perhaps illustrative of just how dark the preceding centuries had been, that Capet, founder of the first true French dynasty, stands chronologically almost exactly midway between Julius Caesar and de Gaulle.


fn3 Perhaps also indicative of the relative lack of stress of the epoch is the longevity of men like Suger himself, and three women of such different backgrounds as Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine (eighty-two), Hildegard of Bingen (eighty-one) and Héloise (sixty-three) (d. 1165), all far in excess of the average life-span of the Middle Ages as a whole.


fn4 Originally access from the parvis of Notre Dame was via a flight of thirteen steps, but, with the accumulated detritus of the ensuing ages, the level of the whole Île de la Cité has been raised up to four metres from the earliest days of Lutetia so that you now enter on the same level. Fascinating to visit is the recently created museum beneath the actual parvis, which shows the ancient foundations of the Île back to Roman days.




TWO


A Golden Age:
Abelard to Philippe-Auguste


‘’Tis sure the hardest science to forget!


How shall I lose the sin, yet keep the sense,


And love th’ offender, yet detest th’ offence?’


Eloisa to Abelard, Alexander Pope


In this early golden age of France there was played out one of history’s great love stories, an intense personal tragedy – from which there emerged a new word in the French vocabulary, Abelardiser – the story of Héloise and Abelard. Both were true products of the twelfth century; both, had they lived a century later, would in all probability have ended at the stake. Born around 1079, Abelard is one of those rare philosophers remembered by posterity, mistakenly, more for his life than for his thinking. The poignancy of his love affair with the incomparable Héloise, handed down through the generations from Jean de Meung’s Roman de la Rose to Diana Rigg (nude on stage for the first time in British theatre history) tends to obscure the fact that he was the greatest teacher of his age – as well as the inspiration and founder of the university that became the Sorbonne.


Son of a minor noble and from near Nantes, Abelard faced being disinherited by his knight father so as to pursue the studious life, but wandered from one school to another until he was drawn to the Cathedral School of Paris by the fame of the much-respected William of Champeaux (1070–1122).fn1 Here he shocked his fellows by presuming to question the principles of his teacher. This scholarly arrogance predicated a controversial career. Finally, in 1117, he came to lodge in the house of one Canon Fulbert, as tutor to Fulbert’s teenage niece, Héloise – she aged seventeen, he now thirty-nine.


The spiral of passion and tragedy began: Abelard, handsome, brilliant and articulate, versed in poetry and music, and self-assured to excess, must surely have been a risky choice as a tutor. Today’s received view is that, a quarrelsome wencher, he may have been guilty of rape, or at least of harassment. Héloise (already a young woman of considerable learning, and who always comes across as by far the greater human being of the two) would certainly have been the first to refute it. But Abelard was not discreet, and – in his passion – neglected his students. Héloise had a baby, given the egregious name of Astralabe.


Despite their marrying, her uncle Fulbert – outraged by this slight on his house, and possibly with a jealous passion for his niece – sought a hideous vengeance on Abelard. In the dark of night, treacherously he had Abelard castrated. The men responsible were subsequently blinded in punishment – in many ways a worse fate, in that the blind, receiving no charity, would usually be condemned to a protracted death by starvation.


Héloise, distraught, took the veil. Bitterly, but futilely, in her letters she would incessantly lament: ‘I am still young and full of life; I love you more than ever and suffer bitterly from living a life for which I have no vocation …’ Abelard, in the fury of his impotent misery, would reply, with brutality: ‘let us not call it love but concupiscence. In you I cloyed a wretched appetite, which was all I really loved.’


Her penance was done, clearly, for the sake of Abelard – not for God; ‘People who call me chaste do not know what a hypocrite I am.’1 Nevertheless, as Abbess she was accorded the highest respect, and papal protection; while her religious house, the Paraclete, grew to become one of the most distinguished in France.


Forever tormented by what he had suffered, Abelard thrashed around in his misery, like John Donne, mutatis mutandis, abandoning the pleasures of the flesh that had been forcibly removed from him for the total glorification of God (which he pressed upon a reluctant Héloise). In contrast to Héloise, Abelard at once accepted, unreservedly, his disaster as due punishment requiring total expiation. Through impotence Abelard flowered mightily in intellectual output – albeit in unorthodox thinking. He began by becoming a monk at Saint-Denis, though he swiftly fell into disfavour with the all-powerful Abbot Suger; as abbot in Brittany, the coarse and ungodly bawdiness of the monks made him miserable. In 1121, he was condemned for heresy for his Theologia. Around 1133, he returned to Paris as master at Mont Sainte-Geneviève. It was here that he began the most brilliant phase of his life as a teacher. Seven years later he was again accused of heresy by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux,fn2 and he died at Saint-Marcel while on his way to make a personal appeal in Rome to Pope Innocent II. During his last years, Abelard would – supposedly – sit in reverie every day with his eyes turned in the direction of the Paraclete, and Héloise.


After ‘forty years of the severest penance, with little faith in its religious efficacy’, Héloise died at the age of sixty-three, outliving Abelard by two decades.


The two were laid in the same coffin; legend has it that, as Abelard’s tomb was opened, he raised his arms to receive her and closed them fast about her. There they remained together for over two centuries, until their remains were transferred and separated once more – by a prudish nun.


In 1792, revolutionary busybodies reinterred them in a single coffin, but with a lead partition between them. Finally, in a romantically inclined nineteenth-century France, the two lovers were reunited at fashionable Père Lachaise Cemetery under a Gothic canopy of stone, side by side, their hands raised in prayer.


Abelard was living in an era when Plato and Aristotle were just being rediscovered, and his intellectual fame rests on his introduction of logic and rationalism into theology, dispelling some of the mystical tenets that had held sway. By employing dialectics as a means to this end, Abelard’s methods made him as controversial as the body of his thought, for it was unheard of for a teacher to encourage his students to argue with him: ‘by doubting we come to inquiry, and by inquiring we pursue the truth’2 was his famous credo. It stood sharply at odds with the accepted norm of the times, as characterised in the credo of the Archbishop of Canterbury, the illustrious Saint Anselm of Bec: ‘nor do I seek to know that I believe, but I believe that I know’.


While Abelard’s dialectics greatly endeared him to his students, and to Saint Thomas Aquinas a century later, it further alienated rigid conservatives like his enemy, Saint Bernard, who was not unknown to flog his students. His Theology, snorted Saint Bernard, was not ‘theology’ but ‘stupid-ology’; ‘God’s secrets’, he claimed, were ‘eviscerated’ by Abelard.


Abelard’s Sic et Non,fn3 in which he presented hundreds of apparently contradictory statements by Church elders for evaluation by his ‘scholars’, became a seminal work; while his Dialectica raised, challengingly, the whole issue of free will. If God, in his omniscience, asked Abelard, knows that we are going to perform a given act, is it not preordained that we perform it, in which case how can the act be free? Abelard’s answer was that God’s foreknowledge of our actions carried ‘no implication that we are not free to avoid performing them’. This smacked of apostasy – and was sheer anathema to Saint Bernard, who detected ‘a very source of heresy’, predicting that the Church would be shaken when students attempted to form an opinion. In 1121, the Synod of Soissons found Abelard guilty of heresy and condemned him to burn his own book, Theologia; he was perhaps fortunate that this was the only conflagration.


Acting under such pressures, Abelard and his small band of ‘scholars’ migrated from the Île de la Cité to the Left Bank, to an area ever since known as the Latin Quarter – because of the prevalence of scholarly Latin spoken there. From then on it came to be said that Paris ‘learned to think’ on the Left Bank.


In an age where the high costs of manuscripts and time involved in copying them tediously by hand made books scarce items, the capabilities of a teacher were of first importance. Abelard’s charm and his appeal as the continent’s best lecturer were immense. Students came from all over France, and Europe, just for the privilege of sitting at the feet of this brilliant but unhappy man. Through Abelard, the twelfth century became the age of dialectics; and, through the focal point his teaching provided, inevitably Paris’s first university grew around it. Though modelling itself on northern Italy’s Bologna, Europe’s oldest university, during the reign of Philippe-Auguste this forerunner of the Sorbonne started off life as a guildfn4 – or, in effect, and which was to be of considerable consequence in the later, stormy eras of the Sorbonne such as 1968 – a trade union.


Amidst the construction of Notre-Dame and the birth of a university, and for all the administrative reforms Suger achieved in Paris, in many aspects France’s capital remained a collection of villages, with pigs roaming muddy streets. One such ‘diabolic boar’ caused the death of Louis’ first-born heir, Prince Philippe, when his horse shied and threw him near Saint-Gervais. Louis then had his second son crowned – nicknamed ‘Louis the Young’ because he was only eleven at the time – and in that great political coup married him to Eleanor of Aquitaine. But immediately on his return from Bordeaux, Louis VI was stricken with dysentery, dying in his Palais Cité – on a carpet over which he supposedly had had ashes laid in the form of a cross. He was only fifty-six, but his final achievement had profoundly affected the destiny of France.


In 1137, just as the English Plantagenets were wreaking their revenge for the Norman invasion on the mainland of France, Louis VII, ‘the Young’, took over the throne of France, beginning a reign of forty-three years (1137–80). From his father he inherited a united kingdom, at peace with itself and abroad, sound finances and, above all, Abbé Suger. But he inherited little of his father’s strength of character. Jealously in love, he immediately fell under the spell of his bride, Eleanor, a formidable modern-age woman, intelligent and well read, coquettish and highly sexed – married at fifteen, divorced at twenty-eight, died at eighty-two, and perhaps the most outstanding personality of her age. Louis’ religious policy, led by Eleanor, created a falling out with the Pope, and led to excommunication. To gain reconciliation with Rome, the King set forth on a crusade – the conventional wisdom of those days. Fearful of leaving her alone in Paris, because of her amorous propensities, he took Eleanor with him. It proved a huge mistake. During a dangerous journey plagued with heat and hunger, Eleanor came to detest her weak husband. In Syria she fell into the arms of a youthful uncle, Raymond of Aquitaine, Prince of Antioch. Pressing on to besiege Jerusalem, there Eleanor was rumoured to have bestowed her favours on a handsome Moorish slave, while Louis suffered a serious military defeat.


At home Suger ruled as regent but he had to dispense some of his own considerable wealth – as well as ransacking the coffers of Saint-Denis – to maintain political loyalties. He managed to stifle the threat of revolt by the King’s younger brother, the Comte de Dreux; but, now a frail old man, he wrote urging Louis to return post-haste. ‘The disturbers of the kingdom have returned,’ he wrote:


and you, who should be here to defend it, remain like a prisoner in exile … You have handed over the lamb to the wolf … As for the Queen, your wife, we counsel you, if you will, to conceal your resentment until, having come home by God’s grace, you can settle that matter with all others …3


Louis returned with Eleanor, pregnant with another man’s child. Suger was able to report, ‘we have seen to it that your houses and palaces are in good order’.


Suger gave Louis one conclusive piece of advice: that he should not divorce Eleanor, but put the interests of the kingdom above his personal grievances. Two years after the royal couple’s return, Suger died, and without his counsel, in 1152 Louis obtained an annulment from the Pope – on the grounds that he and Eleanor were too closely related. Only another two years later, a free Eleanor married Henry Plantagenet, the future Henry II of England, a potent and ruthless warlord. Although he was many years her junior, she was to give Henry a row of troublesome sons – as well as Aquitaine, representing over half of the territory that Louis the Fat had bequeathed his inadequate son. From this personal and national humiliation came a cause for what French historians call the ‘first’ Hundred Years War.


All the political achievements of Louis VI began to fall apart. Within ten years of Suger’s death, Louis the Young had been defeated in battle by Eleanor’s new husband, and had been supplanted in Brittany and Toulouse as well. By the end of his long reign France was reduced geographically to what it had been in the time of the first Capetians, and Louis had let his father’s bequest – the beauty of Aquitaine, her rich dowry and all his gains – slip away.


Louis had two daughters, supposedly, by Eleanor – but no heir. He remarried, but his second wife died childless. His third wife, Alix of Champagne, in 1165 finally produced a son who – fifteen years later – was to become Philippe II, named Augustus like a Roman emperor, because he had been born in August. After his death, his sobriquet in France would be ‘Philip the Conqueror’.


The day which determined his reputation and the direction of his reign was 27 July 1214. The battle of Bouvines was to set the future shape not only of France but of Britain, too. Less than ten miles equidistant from the present-day cities of Tournai (in Belgium) and Lille, Bouvines lies in soggy Flanders, site of the terrible battlefields where the destiny of France was to be played out exactly 700 years later. Bouvines was won by Philippe-Auguste’s France against a powerful coalition of foes headed by King John of England, on a Sunday – controversially, for in those days of rigid religious observance, knights and kings observed the Sabbath as far as battle was concerned.


But France’s King Philippe-Auguste needed to exploit every advantage, fair or foul. When he arrived on the throne in 1180, aged fifteen, he inherited a tiny state, a fraction the size of Plantagenet England and its European dependencies, once again land-locked, and surrounded by powerful rivals. How then did he come to find himself fighting – and winning – such a key battle in so unpromising a corner of Europe? At the time of his succession, the odds against him, and France, would have seemed hopeless.


The ruler of England, Henry II, was an imposing figure, particularly in the early stages of his rule: of medium height but strongly built, arm muscles like a professional wrestler, and legs bowed from being constantly on horseback. His face was leonine (in fact, a movie once epitomised him as ‘The Lion in Winter’ in his stormy old age); there were no concessions to culture either in his unkingly and often neglected garb (he never wore gloves over his large, calloused hands) or in his way of life. Travelling ceaselessly between his English and French realms, he was seldom known to sit down – except at table, or on a horse. He was the quintessential man of action, of tireless energy. A contemporary wrote of him:


If the King has decided to spend the day anywhere, especially if his royal will to do so has been publicly proclaimed by herald, you may be certain that he will get off early in the morning, and this sudden change will throw everyone’s plans into confusion … His pleasure, if I may dare say so, is increased by the straits to which his courtiers are put …4


A nightmare for officialdom.


We have no clear physical portrait of his fellow monarch, Louis VII, whose powerful wife he had acquired, but we know that, in contrast, Louis was an educated man, gentle and pious, compassionate to the poor – and even conspicuously tolerant (for those days) towards the Jews. He lived simply, without pomp, mingling freely and unescorted with the citizens of Paris. Once, comparing himself with Henry, he observed wryly, ‘He has everything in abundance – men, horses, gold, silk, diamonds, game and fruit. We in France, we have only bread, wine – and gaiety.’ Louis was a man of moral scruples; on good terms with the Church, he would never have countenanced the liquidation of his Archbishop. As a statesman, however, decisiveness and good judgement were not his middle names; nor was good luck.


Henry’s French father, Plantagenet Duke of Anjou, had brought him the rich territories of Anjou and Normandy; and England, through his marriage to the unhappy Matilda, heiress to William the Conqueror’s son, Henry I. Between Matilda and her cousin, King Stephen, England had been reduced to anarchy and was, by the time Henry Plantagenet came to the throne in 1154 at the age of twenty-one, urgently in need of strong rule. Swiftly Henry quenched the civil war that racked the country, establishing the ‘King’s Peace’, maintained through a native common law – a feature novel to European monarchies. With equal speed he defeated the unruly Scots and Welsh, bringing even the Irish to heel. He gave peace to the islands for the first time in generations, crushing the last of the barons’ revolts in 1173. In short order, he found himself reigning unchallenged from the Cheviots to the Pyrenees, his short-lived Angevin Empire looming over the tiny plot centred round Paris that was France.


With little of the pre-Conquest Anglo-Saxon influences still extant, Henry’s England was indeed like a kind of alternative France. French was his mother tongue; the ‘English Establishment’ followed suit – and continued to do so well into the reign of Edward III nearly two centuries later – while for the priesthood in both countries Latin was the lingua franca. The refined French words for food, such as ‘beef’, ‘mutton’ and porc’, had already replaced in English their cruder Anglo-Saxon originals like ‘ox’, ‘sheep’ and ‘swine’. Trans-Channel fancies were carried away by the lilt and swing of French songs, as imported by the troubadours, by the verve of French story-telling, and by a great wave of French poetry that swept over England (and, indeed, most of Europe), threatening to obliterate the unsophisticated native Beowulf. During Henry’s years of peace, a new English yeoman figure grew up where the agriculturalist and the huntsman tended to replace the warrior knight – the birth of the English country gentleman. Gradually the dour fortified stone castles of Stephen’s turbulent times became replaced by manor houses similar in style to the early colleges that were to grow up later in Oxford and Cambridge. At the lower end of the social scale, the ‘villein’ (in itself a French word), though in fee to his lord and in no sense a ‘free man’, and whose lot was to be little improved by Magna Carta, was probably beginning to enjoy marginally more beneficial rights than his French opposite number.


With Bismarckian cunning, Henry, expanding in all directions, set about the encirclement of Louis’ France by a network of alliances; at times in his reign it looked as if the Franco-English Capetians were to become vassals of the empire controlled from Westminster and Rouen. Yet there was something artificial, vulnerably ephemeral about the Angevin Empire. The unattended pendulum swings between triumph and disaster could be particularly sudden and dramatic in twelfth-century Europe – with the fate of a country so closely tied to the life and fortunes of its leader. One such swing, just in time for Louis, occurred on 29 December 1170, with the murder of Archbishop Thomas à Becket – apparently invoked, if not actually ordered, by the King. Undoubtedly a thorn in the side of the King, and a stormy petrel within the Church, dead the ‘turbulent priest’ became an instant international martyr, and a saint. Henry could wear a horse-hair shirt and have himself flogged in Avranches Cathedral by way of atonement – yet his image, and his power, would never quite recover from this particular bloodstain.


The increasingly unpopular Henry now enacted a Lear-like break-up of his territories between his sons, Henry the Young (aged fifteen in 1270), Richard, the future ‘Coeur de Lion’ (aged twelve), and Geoffrey (aged eleven); John, born only in 1167, was left out of the carve-up, and was thus to be known henceforth for ever in France as ‘Jean sans Terre’. As Lear discovered, this was to prove folly in the extreme. Prince Henry, already crowned in 1170 and strategically married to the daughter of Louis VII, was treated by his father-in-law as if he were already king, but in fact was never to succeed.


In 1173, there was popular insurrection in France. Henry crushed, one by one, all the coalitions mounted against him. Most humiliating was the defeat of Louis at Verneuil, taking flight even as Henry approached with his army. The following year Louis was routed again at Rouen, deplorably destroying all his heavy weaponry. Once again Paris seemed directly menaced; and it became more vulnerable when, in 1176, the worst flooding of the Seine in memory swept away both bridges, carried off mills, houses and livestock on the crumbling banks, and came close to engulfing the city. Attempting a form of flood control untried in modern times, Louis and his entire court and every undrowned monk and priest, headed by the bishop of Paris, went in procession to the edge of the swirling waters. Holding aloft a nail from the True Cross, the bishop prayed: ‘In this sign of the Holy Passion, may the waters return to their bed and this miserable people be protected!’ The rain stopped, and the waters ebbed just in time. Paris appeared to be saved once more by divine intervention.


The following year the Pope, threatening an interdict on all the provinces of the Angevin Empire, intervened to impose peace between Henry and Louis – just as Henry was about to mount the decisive assault on Paris. Considering the debility of Louis, the terms were generous. The uprising demonstrated Henry’s power but also the inherent weakness in his empire – the divisiveness of his quarrelsome sons, greedy for territory and glory. Their future adversary, Philippe-Auguste, heir to the ageing Louis, saw it; aged only nine, standing before Henry’s seemingly unassailable fortress at Gisors, and showing his future mettle, he is said to have remarked to his entourage: ‘I only wish this pile of stones could be silver, gold or diamonds … the more precious the materials of this castle, the greater pleasure I would have in possessing it when it will have fallen into my hands.’5 He would have to wait the best part of a generation.


In 1180 Louis the Young died. Philippe-Auguste (1180–1223) succeeded him, aged fifteen, although he had virtually taken over already the previous year during Louis’ last illness, from what appears to have been a stroke that paralysed his right side. By the end of his reign of forty-three years, Philippe-Auguste would have increased the original fiefdom of Hugues Capet more than forty-fold. He nearly did not accede to the throne at all, however; while out hunting with his father the previous year, Philippe-Auguste, having been lost for two days in the Forest of Compiègne, was taken gravely ill. The King prayed for his recovery on the tomb of the martyred Thomas à Becket; Philippe-Auguste recovered, and – supposedly appearing in a vision to a French holy man – Becket declared that the young heir had been chosen to avenge his murder. To the superstitious, it was an encouraging prelude to the new reign.


Philippe-Auguste properly earned the reputation of being rusé comme un renard (‘cunning as a fox’). The only existing contemporary pen-portrait of him6 describes him as


a handsome, strapping fellow, bald but with a cheerful face of ruddy complexion, and a temperament much inclined towards good-living, wine and women. He was generous to his friends, stingy towards those who displeased him, well-versed in the art of stratagem, orthodox in belief, prudent and stubborn in his resolves. He made judgements with great speed and exactitude. Fortune’s favourite, fearful for his life, easily excited and easily placated, he was very tough with powerful men who resisted him, and took pleasure in provoking discord among them. Never, however, did he cause an adversary to die in prison. He liked to employ humble men [petits gens], to be the subduer of the proud, the defender of the Church and feeder of the poor.


Above all, Philippe-Auguste developed as a diplomat and tactician supreme; more than a knight, he was a skilful and crafty politician beyond his times. He had an aptitude for seeking the counsel of intelligent men of humble birth, notably Brother Guérin, Bishop of Senlis and Barthélemy de Roye, and he restricted his advisers at court to a very small circle. He was to give the French monarchy ‘the three instruments of rule which it lacked: tractable officials, money and soldiers’.


Bishop Guérin was a member of the crusading order of the Knights Hospitallers of Jerusalem, where he was probably discovered by Philippe-Auguste. He was rich in property, principally south of Paris, through royal favour. Just before Bouvines, he was elected bishop of Senlis, close to Paris. After his election to this see, he and his church received important benefactions from the King, as was to be expected. Presiding over the exchequer, he also acted as judge, held inquests, issued commands and served on frequent special missions. As a cleric and a bishop, Guérin attended to purely ecclesiastical affairs, for example the investigation of heresy at Paris in 1209, but his position in the Church did not prevent him from also playing a key military role.


France was soon at war again. By the fifth year of his reign, the young Philippe-Auguste had managed to expand his kingdom northwards and southwards – including the key city of Amiens. Almost immediately, he found himself at war with the mighty Henry.


Henry was already old beyond his years and Philippe-Auguste was cunning in forming alliances with his ambitious sons, first Geoffrey, then Richard. By the beginning of 1188 Philippe-Auguste had doubled his forces through alliance with Richard and was poised to move into Henry’s Normandy. Then suddenly came news from the Middle East that the Saracen, Saladin, had taken Jerusalem. The Pope summoned the Christian kings to cease fighting each other, and embark on a fresh crusade (the third). Before they could embark, Henry had died, on 7 July 1189, in the chapel of his French château of Chinon. It was a sad end for the old lion, his valets pillaging him of every last belonging, leaving the King ‘naked, as he had come into the world, save for his shirt and breeches’.7 On the 20th, Richard was crowned Duke of Normandy in Rouen, then King of England in London on 3 September. He and Philippe-Auguste then departed, as allies and close friends, for the Holy Land.


Richard ‘Coeur de Lion’ was not the quintessence of the romantic, chivalrous crusading knight that posterity has made him seem. As a young prince he cruelly suppressed revolts in Aquitaine, and according to French chronicles, he indulged in debauchery, ‘abducting the wives and daughters of his subjects to make them his concubines, and then to hand them over to his soldiers’. He was arrogant, with a habit of sowing rancour around him. At home in England (which he rashly left in the disloyal and incompetent hands of his brother, John ‘Lackland’) he was accepted as a neglectful, popular absentee ruler, as befitting the repute of a knight errant. But he also possessed the external glitter and generosity lacking in his father; was even more energetic, bolder, and possibly more ambitious, too. The glamour obscured deceptively the able military tactician and tough politician. He was not a man to be antagonised.


In contrast, Philippe-Auguste made provision for the sound governance of France in his absence. In a famous document, the Testament of 1190, he ordered the construction of a continuous fortified wall girdling Paris, making it impregnable for the first time. It was just as well, insofar as he and his close friend, Richard,fn5 were soon to become bitterest enemies. Reaching Genoa together, the two leaders first fell out over the number of ships each was to provide for crossing the Mediterranean. Finally arriving in the Holy Land, the two Kings managed to tip the balance in the terrible siege of Acre, already under attack for two years. But by the time of its capitulation in July 1191, intrigues and the stresses of a grim campaign had undermined the Anglo-French entente; to the enduring rage of Richard, Philippe-Auguste now decided to break off his part in the Third Crusade and head for home.


By the end of 1191, Philippe-Auguste was celebrating Christmas at Fontainebleau, ‘boasting with impudence of soon being able to invade the domains of the King of England’.8 Richard, on the other hand, during his journey home was locked up by the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry VI, for months in the Danube fortress of Dürrenstein – pending payment of ransom. In deplorably bad faith, Philippe-Auguste and Richard’s brother John endeavoured to bribe the Emperor to continue to detain him but Emperor Henry thoughtfully revealed all to Richard. He finally reached London in March 1194, and immediately he launched a fresh war. It was to last five years, with an unremitting ferocity rare in the twelfth century.


No quarter was given, with both sides issuing orders to blind or drown prisoners of war. On 3 July 1194, Philippe-Auguste suffered his greatest humiliation, at Fréteval in the Vendôme, losing his baggage train, his treasury and the national archives. To prevent Philippe-Auguste ever again threatening Normandy and to bottle him up in Paris, Richard constructed an unassailable fortress at Château Gaillard, on a key bend in the Seine – still a most imposing castle commanding the approaches to Paris. Defeat followed defeat for Philippe-Auguste.


By the end of 1198, it looked as if France would become a fiefdom of either Richard or the Emperor. Once again, intervention came from afar. News from Spain that the Moors were threatening a new invasion led Pope Innocent III to ordain a truce between the combatants. The results were extremely tough on Philippe-Auguste, forfeiting all of Normandy save the citadel of Gisors; and with it France lost all the winnings of the past ten years. Had Philippe-Auguste died at this point, he would have been remembered with scorn, for it seemed only a matter of time before Richard renewed the war, with a final drive on Paris.


Then, in the miraculous manner in which fortune could be reversed in the Middle Ages, while besieging a rebel fortress in Limousin on 26 March 1199, Richard was wounded in the left shoulder by a bolt from a crossbow. Gangrene set in. Just before he died, the warrior-king with a last chivalrous gesture requested that his assailant be spared, and given a sum of money. The moment he was dead, however, the bowman was flayed alive and impaled. ‘King Richard is dead, and a thousand years have passed since there died a man whose loss was so great. Never has there been his equal … throughout the world he made himself dreaded by some and cherished by others’,9 sang the troubadours. In Paris, Philippe-Auguste could now look to deal with the weak, evil and hated ‘Jean sans Terre’.


All through Capetian France’s struggles against the Plantagenets, Louis VII and his son had to contend with another powerful, and often unpredictable, player: at the wave of his crucifix the Pope could summon up armies and nations to bring to bear on a miscreant ruler. In the Middle Ages, the issue of death and eternal damnation was uppermost in all people’s minds. Every man and woman hoped to die with Christ’s words on their lips; to die ‘unshriven’ was the worst fate imaginable. Life was indeed a preparation for death, and though by the later Middle Ages views on the after-life had lost some of their certainty, in the twelfth century, notions of Purgatory were little considered; it was a straight choice between the Bosom of Abraham and the Cauldron of Hell. Such was the dread of eternal damnation, of excommunication or an ‘interdict’ upon a nation, that the mere threat could reverse policies and upturn thrones. Perhaps never again would the influence of the Pope be greater.


Pope at the time of the accession of Philippe-Auguste was Alexander III (1159–81), who had strongly supported Becket’s stand against royal encroachment on Church matters. His successor was Innocent III (1198–1216) – there was a certain irony in the name, since he had his tentacles everywhere in the Christian world. Even so, his authority was challenged by the Holy Roman Emperors and an array of four imperial Anti-Popes. Like other rulers, these medieval Popes found themselves constrained to juggle alliances with often bewildering rapidity.


Innocent had been much impressed by his pilgrimage to the shrine of Becket in Canterbury. An inveterate Crusader, only the intervention of death prevented him from leading himself the Fifth Crusade in 1217. He was described as ‘strong, stable, magnanimous and very sharp’, with no doubts whatsoever that the Pope was invested with the ultimate authority over the secular world as well as the Church. Christ, he declared, had left to Peter ‘the Government not only of the Church but of the whole world’. Within the Church he stood for reform (which it badly needed), and orthodoxy; beyond it, secular rulers (not to mention infidels) crossed him at their peril. It was a standpoint that, eventually, was to bring into being Protestantism, but under Innocent Rome probably reached its political apogee.


Philippe-Auguste’s father had fallen into (temporary) papal displeasure through divorcing Eleanor, but this was nothing compared to the trouble that overtook Philippe-Auguste, reverberating at various times to shake the course of his military and political successes. His first wife, Isabelle of Hainault, who had brought him Artois, died aged only nineteen. In 1193 he entered into another politically adroit union with Ingeborg of Denmark, a very pretty girl of eighteen. Usefully, her brother the King still maintained claims on England dating back to pre-Conquest days – and a considerable fleet. But the unfortunate Ingeborg arrived in France only for Philippe-Auguste to be mysteriously seized by irremediable aversion to her on their wedding night. He tried to persuade King Knut to have her back; the King refused, and complained to the Vatican. Philippe-Auguste divorced Ingeborg, who – after a spell in prison – was placed in a French convent, and three years later he married bigamously a Bavarian princess, Agnes of Merano.


One of the first acts of the succession by Innocent III was for the Pope to declare: ‘The Holy See cannot abandon persecuted women without defending them.’ He ordered the divorce annulled, and the remarriage, under threat of personal excommunication of the King. An interdict on the whole kingdom was enforced in 1198 – to the deep distress of Philippe-Auguste’s subjects. Finally, after nine months of resistance, he formally submitted on all counts.


Philippe-Auguste, however, was being less than honest. He sequestered Ingeborg, first in a château in the Forest of Rambouillet, then in a state of house-arrest at Étampes, while Agnes remained in France, set up in a château closer to Paris. Despite the death of Agnes in 1201, Ingeborg continued to besiege the Pope:


I am persecuted by my Lord and husband, Philip, who not only does not treat me as his wife, but causes to be showered on me outrages and calumnies by his servants. In this prison, … no one dares to come to visit me, no priest is allowed in to comfort my soul in bringing me the Holy Gospel … I do not even have enough clothes, and those that I wear are not worthy of a queen … Finally, I am locked up in a house from which I am forbidden to leave.10


France and the Vatican were close to rupture; but, politically, they needed each other. After a decade, suddenly, in 1212, Philippe-Auguste announced that he was going to take Ingeborg back as his queen – if not his wife. But, as usual with Philippe-Auguste, the considerations were purely political, rather than sentimental. He had decided to administer the coup de grâce to King John, and to invade England; for which he needed the support of Ingeborg’s brother, the King of Denmark, and – above all – of the Pope.


The distasteful story of Ingeborg showed the new power of the Capetian monarchy under Philippe-Auguste. He had openly defied and outmanoeuvred that most powerful pontiff over a period of twenty years when all the faults were manifestly on his side. It also demonstrated an undeflectable determination to act for himself and for France.


By 1213, King John had alienated his subjects in France; in particular, the murder of his young nephew, Arthur, in Rouen during the winter of 1203–4, caused even greater revulsion than the murder of Archbishop Becket under his father’s reign. His treatment of rebels went before him; on one occasion he had flung into a dungeon the wife of a rebel knight and her child, with only a bundle of oats and a piece of raw bacon for sustenance. Eleven days later both were found dead, the mother having eaten the cheeks of her child. In April 1204, after an eight-month siege, Philippe-Auguste had captured Coeur de Lion’s imposing fortress of Château Gaillard, his intended jumping-off point for the capture of Paris. He entered Rennes in Brittany, where no Capet had set foot since the beginning of the dynasty. From there Philippe-Auguste proceeded to the capture of Rouen, the Angevin capital in France, followed by the whole of Normandy within a matter of two months (a shorter time than it took Anglo-American might to wrest it from the Germans in 1944). The fall of Normandy meant the end of Henry II’s short-lived Angevin Empire. Philippe-Auguste now sat down seriously to plan the invasion of Jean-sans-Terre’s England and the creation of a new Angevin Empire, in reverse, with its capital in Paris.


Momentarily, it looked as if Philippe-Auguste had all the chips – the Pope, the Danish fleet and the Emperor – and he had already seized Brittany, Maine and Anjou. In 1213 John fell foul of Innocent III for rejecting Stephen Langton as Archbishop of Canterbury, and was placed under an interdict, with Philippe-Auguste openly invited to invade, remove John’s crown and place it on the head ‘of someone who would be worthy’. He had a candidate – his son and heir, Louis – and had already been at work subverting the Welsh and Irish against John as well as some of his own English barons. According to a French chronicler, he awoke one morning exclaiming, ‘God, what am I waiting for to go and conquer the English?’11 His preparations, however, had been carefully laid. In the first serious attempt at invasion between William the Conqueror and Napoleon, a fleet of 1500 sails and an immense army was poised in the Channel ports. Like Napoleon in 1804–5 it was ready and waiting at Bologne, on 8 May 1213.


Then, just two weeks later, as Philippe-Auguste was about to embark, came the shattering news that Innocent – perhaps still mistrusting the wayward King, and showing his claws – had reversed his policy yet again. He had become reconciled to a humbled John, prepared to meet all the Pope’s demands. Philippe-Auguste was ordered to stand off.


A menacing Anglo–German–Flemish coalition against France was patched together by King John and his nephew, Otto IV of Brunswick, the Holy Roman Emperor across the Rhine – resentful of Philippe-Auguste’s opposing his candidacy to the imperial throne. They were supported by French counts Ferrand and Renaud, holding domains that were vitally strategic to France and regarded by Philippe-Auguste as arch-traitors for their switching of allegiances.


Bent on revenge, in 1214 John embarked on a two-prong strategy. At the beginning of July, John himself attacked in Aquitaine, where the future Louis VIII, aged twenty-six, managed to defeat John and an army three times the size at the key position of Roche-au-Moine, close to Angers – but it was a demoralised army that hated him.


Philippe-Auguste was delighted with his heir’s success, but the main threat to France lay on the other front. On the plain of Flanders, Otto and his allies had concentrated a force of 80,000 men – a truly immense army for those days – intent on moving southwards on Paris.


The weaponry, if not the tactics, of the forthcoming battle reminded one a little of the first engagement of the tank in the First World War. The cannon was not to make its appearance on the European battlefield till Crécy in 1346, where – cumbersome and unreliable – it was still hardly a serious weapon. The deadly English longbow, lethal at 240 yards, was to win battles of the Hundred Years War for England, but would not come into its own for nearly another hundred years. Thus the master of the battlefield in 1214 was the mounted knight, heavily armoured in chain mail and equipped with either a long lance or a heavy slashing – rather than a piercing – sword. But his huge helm severely limited his vision and so heavy was his armour that, if dismounted, he could not remount – or even rise to his feet unaided. He was a prey to the lesser soldier, the infantry foot sergeants who unhorsed the knights with long hooks, harpooning them by the links of their armour, and throwing them down into the dust; or who got underneath the horses to disembowel them with poignards.


At the lowest level were the murderous villeins of low birth who roamed the battlefield, opening the visors of wounded knights to dispatch them with a blow through the eye, then rob them (no true knight would besmirch his honour with such handiwork). The knight’s long-suffering steed demanded a huge lumbering beast, originating from Byzantium and bred on his feudal domains, which formed the base of medieval society.


As far as the mercilessness of the battlefield went, Freeman’s famous description of King Harold, after being wounded by the fatal arrow at Hastings, was still relevant:


Harold, though disabled, still breathed; four knights rushed upon him and despatched him with various wounds … One thrust pierced through the shield of the dying King and stabbed him in the breast; another assailant finished the work by striking off his head with his sword. But even this vengeance was not enough. A third pierced the dead body and scattered about the entrails; the fourth, coming, it would seem, too late for any more efficient share in the deed, cut off the King’s leg as he lay dead.12


Wounds delivered in battle by hacking blows were in general likely to prove mutilating rather than fatal. Those who survived them were then at the hands of the crude surgeons; where pain was certain, recovery was a great deal less so.


Actual fatalities on the twelfth-century European battlefield tended to be moderate – at least compared with the butcheries to be seen in later epochs, let alone the massacres perpetrated in the East by Philippe-Auguste’s exact contemporary, Genghis Khan. The spirit of the tournament single-combat reigned, with noble knights seeking la gloire in confrontation with their peers, rather than the wholesale slaughter of the lower orders. A prisoner alive was worth far more, in terms of ransom, than a dead enemy.


As the two massive forces approached each other in Flanders, Philippe-Auguste was about to celebrate his forty-ninth birthday (thus no longer young by the standards of the day). He could muster no more than 25,000 men, of which 500 were chevaliers, to the Allies’ 80,000 and 1500 knights.fn6 On Philippe-Auguste’s side the infantry consisted, for the first time, of a substantial body of bourgeois Communes, regarded as ‘a great novelty’13 and which were to play a role of historic significance. (Like rival claims during the Battle of Britain air war, figures vary however with nationality; one French expert, Georges Duby, put Philippe-Auguste’s knights at 1300 and infantry at 4000– 6000, while Otto was never able to concentrate more than a portion of his unwieldy great force.)


The news reaching Otto’s camp of John’s defeat at Roche-au-Moine, must have been demoralising. There were other reports reaching the Allies that Philippe-Auguste was falling back in retreat, but the French King appreciated that it was in his interest to strike fast, and boldly, before Otto could bring up his rearguard from Lorraine and Germany. Therefore, instead of attacking frontally, Philippe-Auguste decided to engage Otto by a turning movement, via Tournai and Lille.


Otto’s intention was to strike for Paris and the royal domain, which had already been apportioned to his main allies and numerous German barons, as the putative spoils of war. But on hearing of Philippe-Auguste’s presence at Tournai, Otto moved north to meet him. Only Count Renaud counselled caution: ‘I know the French and their daring,’ he warned: ‘it would be rash to fight them in open country.’ But ‘hawks’ like Hugues de Boves urged immediate pursuit to catch the French divided as they crossed the River Marcq, at Bouvines. The bridge at Marcq lay in a position of prime importance, the only crossing point in a swampy area, and the meeting point of French, Flemish and imperial territories. The high ground on either side offered good hard-going for cavalry. A consideration caused both kings to hesitate, however, before facing battle; it was then 27 July, a Sunday.


When the French rearguard spotted the Allies in full battle array, Brother Guérin, Bishop-elect of Senlis, proposed that the King draw up his lines to meet the enemy. The other counsellors thought that the Allies would never fight on the sabbath, but Guérin’s judgement was confirmed when the French rearguard reported fierce attacks. The final decision to engage the imperial forces was supposedly taken while Philippe-Auguste was resting, exhausted and with his armour off, under the shade of an ash tree.


Now, in short order, the King performed rituals to consecrate the forthcoming battle, in which it was believed God’s judgement would be revealed. Philippe-Auguste entered a nearby chapel to pray briefly, armed himself, and mounted his horse ‘as if summoned to a wedding feast’.14 To his troops, he made a stirring proclamation:


You are my men and I am your king. I wear the crown but I am a man like you. But since I am your king you are well-loved by me. And for this reason, I pray you, on this day keep my honour and yours. And if the crown should be worn more appropriately by one of you, I will take it off and give it to him with a good heart. You may all be king and, are you not already, since without you I cannot govern?fn7


Mindful of the defection of his old allies Renaud and Ferrand, he warned his barons: ‘Protect me, and you will do well. For, with me, you will lose nothing. But double-cross me, and I will pursue you – wherever you may go.’15 While the royal chaplain chanted psalms of victory on the battlefield, the King then blessed his troops with outstretched hands.


To the blare of trumpets and chanting of psalms the battle formations were drawn up, in three groups facing the field and extending across the road from Tournai. In the centre was the King. The French right wing was commanded by Guérin and the Duke of Burgundy, facing an array of Flemish knights led by Count Ferrand. The left wing was entrusted to Count Robert and Bishop Philippe of Beauvais, both royal cousins. The infantry of the Communes participated with contingents of sergeants stationed at the centre and on the left.


The French rearguard was hit five times by forces under Ferrand and Renaud, but they were surprised to find that it was well organised. ‘Who ever told me’, the Emperor exclaimed, ‘that the King of France was in flight?’ Strung out in a long line, unprepared for a major battle, the Allied army was forced to regroup quickly before those in the rear could come up. It was now about 12.00 hours.


It was the canicule, or ‘dog-days’ of summer, and 27 July was a day of intense heat, appalling for knights in heavy armour, fighting half-blinded by the sweat pouring down inside their helmets. In the heavy dust churned up by thousands of horses, it would have been almost as hard to obtain an overall picture as for Stendhal’s Fabrice at Waterloo, so that our account of the battle is largely limited to that of an eye-witness standing close to King Philippe-Auguste, Guillaume le Bretonne. Guillaume’s account, rings of the Iliad of Troy with its emphasis on heroic single combats, but is informative on tactical movement – and the best we have.


As seen by Guillaume, the course of the battle evolved in three scenes, with the French right wing being the first to engage, then the centre, and finally the left. Bishop Guérin began the action on the right with a sally by mounted sergeants from the Abbey of Saint-Médard, but the Flemish nobles, ‘disdainful of this plebeian cavalry, received them on their lances without moving, disembowelling their horses’.16 Then three Flemish chevaliers rode out of the lines, challenging their French peers to combat. In a first exchange, two were taken prisoner; the third – Eustache de Macheleu – barely had time to shout ‘Mort aux Français!’ when he was knocked off his horse and his throat slit.


This initial success gave Guérin’s men encouragement, and a solid phalanx of their cavalry 200 strong smashed through the Flemish line, causing it to reel back in disarray. The French leader, Eudes Duke of Burgundy, fell under his mount but his guard managed to put him back in the saddle and ‘furious, he killed all who got in his way’.


In the centre, the imperial sergeants were able to break through the lines of the Communes foot-soldiers drawn up in formation in front of the King. Striking back at them, Philippe-Auguste became briefly separated from his bodyguard. The King was surrounded by the enemy infantry, who unhorsed him with their long hooks. Pouncing on the fallen King, Otto’s men tried in vain to find a chink in his coat-of-mail in which to thrust a fatal dagger.


In these brief seconds the whole history of France lay in the balance. However, the King’s heavy armour and a quick response from the knights of his household, who threw themselves down protectively on his fallen body, saved Philippe-Auguste’s life. They offered him a fresh horse and conducted him to safety.


The imperial attack was matched by a French counter-attack that equally imperilled Emperor Otto’s life. Two French knights and Guillaume des Barres got close enough to unhorse him, but four imperial knights succeeded in conveying the Emperor to safety, although they themselves were captured. Otto galloped off the battlefield alone, hardly stopping until he had reached his base camp at Valenciennes, 30 kilometres away.


Observing the flight of the Emperor, Philippe-Auguste remarked: ‘We will not see his face any more today!’ The battered imperial insignia, with Otto’s fear-inducing great eagle mounted above a dragon, was brought triumphantly to the French King on a four-wheeled chariot, and then transported to the capital along with the captives and booty.


French attentions on the left flank now focused on the ‘arch-traitor’, Renaud, Count of Boulogne. During the battle Renaud declared to his old friend, the hawkish Hugues de Boves: ‘Here’s the battle you wanted, and which I didn’t. Now you can flee, panicking like the rest of them. As for me, I shall continue fighting and be captured or killed.’17 Renaud continued to fight, with the courage of despair, all through the afternoon surrounded by a double line of protective infantry.


Above the confusion of battle, Renaud’s imposingly tall figure could be seen with its enormous lance and double black plumes attached to his helmet, a magnetically enticing target. Eventually, a French foot-sergeant, Pierre de la Tournelle, managed to creep under Renaud’s horse, and Renaud fell. A lively dispute ensued among the French knights as to who would have the honour of capturing the traitor alive, before the battered and bleeding Renaud finally surrendered to Guérin.


By five o’clock, the fighting was all but over, having lasted no more than five hours. Philippe-Auguste’s victory was complete, while the main enemy army had not been engaged. Had Otto listened earlier to Count Renaud’s cunctatory advice, the outcome might have been different.


As night approached, up on the plateau overlooking Bouvines, there remained a troop of 700 Brabant infantrymen, abandoned debris of Otto’s vast army, who bravely refused to surrender. In an act of savagery such as sometimes marred the chivalry of medieval warfare, Philippe-Auguste had them massacred to the last man.


Finally, at the call of trumpets the French troops returned to their camp with great rejoicing. There was no accurate count of the casualties at Bouvines, but – on the French side – they were light, possibly not more than 300 knights killed. The list of captured chieftains was impressive. One hundred and thirty of them were assigned to prisons and custodians, and their names recorded – as an insult to the Emperor – in the French Royal Archives. The military leadership of the coalition were incarcerated at the Louvre and Péronne, thus effectively dissolving John’s coalition against his French rival.


Renaud of Boulogne was kept cruelly shackled to a wall by a chain only half a metre long. He would die in incarceration thirteen years later. Ferrand of Flanders was assigned to Philippe-Auguste’s newly built tower of the Louvre, which stood outside the defensive city walls of Paris that he had constructed, and the other captives to the two châtelets guarding the bridges linking the Île de la Cité with both banks of the Seine. Apart from the fate of these two, Philippe-Auguste was generous in the clemency he showed to the others, though the ransoms that accompanied the liberation enormously enriched the French exchequer.


Philippe-Auguste’s victory at Bouvines evoked waves of spontaneous rejoicing; the populace danced, the clergy chanted and bells were rung. Flowers and branches festooned churches and houses, and carpeted the streets of towns and villages. Regardless of estate, family or sex, everyone converged on the route of the triumphant army. Workers in the fields rushed to see Count Ferrand led to Paris in chains. There, the townsmen and grandees alike greeted the King with such enthusiasm that – so Guillaume le Bretonne recorded:


one day was not long enough to satisfy their celebrations. For an entire week the populace feasted, danced, sang and illuminated the nights with torches, so that one could see as clearly as in broad daylight. The students particularly didn’t stop rejoicing in numerous banquets, dancing and singing without cease …18


Bishop Guérin headed the procession into Paris, singing canticles and hymns, as the King walked behind.


At various crises in French history, propagandists would dust off the victory of Bouvines and recycle it as a touchstone of national faith: at the time of Louis-Philippe’s bourgeois monarchy in 1840, in the run-up to the First World War and post-1945, on occasion, as a victory over les anglo-saxons. On any account Bouvines was a remarkable victory. Like Napoleon in his finest victories of 1805 and 1806, Philippe-Auguste had succeeded in destroying his foes in detail, isolating first one (John) then the other (Otto). It was also a victory where superior morale triumphed.


Philippe-Auguste would reign for another nine years. For him, victory meant a remarkable reconciliation between the three orders of king, church and nobles. Never before had a French king been so secure on his throne, or France so secure in Europe. He had fought, and won, the first truly national war in French history; but, as the Duke of Wellington observed on another battlefield not all that far from Bouvines, it had been a close-run thing.


Distinguished historians, both British and French, are generally agreed that Bouvines was a turning point for both countries. Says G. M. Trevelyan:


The poetry-loving French Court, and the University and architectural schools of Paris, were the cultural centre of chivalric and crusading Europe. It was but natural that the Court should become, after Bouvines, the political centre of the French feudal provinces. But it failed to develop administrative institutions like those with which the Plantagenets strengthened the English throne, and the French monarchy was therefore destined, in the days of Crécy and Agincourt, to go down once more before renewed English attack from without and feudal treason within.19


England, as so often in her history, withdrew to concentrate on insular priorities, while France first became conscious of being a nation, and Paris of being a capital, more and more the centre of power. As Ernest Lavisse comments: ‘The two nations set off in different directions. England headed towards liberty, France towards absolutism.’20


In France, under the benevolence of Philippe-Auguste’s father, Louis VII, the Jews had been comparatively well treated. But to his shame, the reign of Philippe-Auguste was a particularly bad period: in French-Jewish lore, he came to be known as ‘that wicked King’. Still barely fifteen, he issued orders for the Jews under royal protection in Paris to be arrested in their synagogues, imprisoned and condemned to purchase their freedom through surrender of all their gold and silver, and precious vestments. This ploy granted Philippe-Auguste the immense sum of money of 31,500 livres, one and a half times a normal year’s revenue, for building the walls of Paris, and for equipping his army to defeat the Plantagenets. Two years later, he expelled the Jews from France, confiscating the totality of their wealth. Not only the Christian Church, but the great mass of wealthy French were delighted. Debts were wiped out – except for a fifth which the royal coffers appropriated.


Philippe-Auguste’s expulsions brought to an end the ancient juiverie on the Île de la Cité, their synagogue converted by Bishop Sully, creator of Notre-Dame, into the church of the Madeleine.


This harshness was mirrored in the dispensation of justice, accompanied with the most brutal punishments, devilish tortures and frequent executions. But, on the whole, it was even handed and in many ways his era must have seemed like something of a Golden Age for Frenchmen; a huge surge of prosperity and well-being flowed over Paris. Whereas John’s successor in England, Henry III, had to give up a campaign against the refractory Welsh in 1232 because of lack of funds, in 1221 Philippe-Auguste’s budget showed his government saving about one-third of its revenues. The King was able to pass to his heir a bequest of ten times the estimated annual ordinary income of the monarchy, or a daily revenue equivalent to over twenty times as much as his father had left him. Fortune had tilted in France’s favour.


fn1 The History of my Calamities, as he described it (written in Latin), remains one of the great works of literature – as do the Letters of Abelard and Heloise (ed. B. Radice, 1974).


fn2 Saint Bernard, like a Soviet inquisitor of the 1930s, led the prosecution, accusing Abelard of heading an international conspiracy, bent on destroying ecclesiastical authority. It has a modern ring about it.


fn3 It has to be remembered that all learning in France was still expressed in Latin.


fn4 The Latin word Universitas originally meant a corporation of any kind; it was not until later in the Middle Ages that it came to denote a place of higher learning.


fn5 Their intimacy had evidently extended, in the innocent way of the Middle Ages, to once sharing a bed in Paris.


fn6 To be an accomplished tournament knight provided a source of income on a par with that of the professional football or soccer star of the twentieth century.


fn7 Modern French historians are sceptical that an absolute monarch of the Middle Ages would have made such a speech with its appeal to populist emotions.




THREE


Middle Ages:
‘Saint-Louis’ to Philippe le Bel


‘Good King Louis, you held the land under yoke


To the profit of barons and of the little folk …


To whom may poor men cry now in their woe


Since the good king is dead who loved them so?’


Unknown contemporary poet, q.


In Paris a powerful new body had been founded, and had grown up over the years from Suger to Philippe-Auguste, which was to become a significant force in the land, along with the monarchy, the nobility and the Church. Better known later as the Sorbonne, the University of Paris in the centuries ahead would be a source of immense kudos for France – but also a source of controversy and, indeed, tumult. From the earliest days, its students had keenly and liberally involved themselves in city life, outside the walls of academe. In the south transept of Notre-Dame, for instance, a series of reliefs show scenes from student life, as well as a medieval seminar in progress (although listening closely, the participants appear to be taking no notes!). They also show students revenging themselves on a harlot outside Notre-Dame. She is strung up on a ‘bishop’s ladder’, while her tormentors hurl mud and filth at her; two law enforcement officers stand by watching.


In 1200 the new century began with a first major bagarre between town and gown in Paris, grave enough for the King, Philippe-Auguste, himself to get involved. An account given by the English chronicler Roger of Howden1 describes how a band of German students became involved in a pre-Lenten tavern brawl in which they wrecked the place and severely beat the owner. In a punitive raid, the royal prévôt of Paris attacked the Germans’ hostel with urban militia, during the course of which some Parisian students from the university were killed.


Outraged by this incident, and joining the students to demand redress, their professors suspended teaching and threatened to leave Paris in a body. Here, as in later centuries, the most potent weapon in the armoury of both students and masters was ‘a cessation of lectures’. It caused Philippe-Auguste to fear that the students might boycott his city; in addition, while his dispute with the Pope was still running, he was keen to win over Paris churchmen (under whose aegis the university existed) for their support in the royal cause. In July 1200, Philippe-Auguste issued a charter, the university’s first. If a townsman saw any layman assaulting a student in Paris, except in self-defence, he was required to arrest the offender, hand him over to royal justice, and give evidence against him. Particular care was to be exercised to avoid physical injury to members of the university unless they resisted arrest. All complaints of violence were to be investigated by inquest. Both the prévôt and the people of Paris were required to observe these measures under oath.


Here was a remarkable display of liberalism for such an authoritarian ruler, and especially when recalling his treatment of the Jewish minority. The statute gave to the university vital concessions and privileges that it would strive to safeguard over the ages.


To quote the weighty and considered judgement of Hastings Rashdall, the English authority on medieval universities:


It is hardly too much to say that the descendants of Hugh Capet eventually succeeded in making themselves the real masters of France, just because, when their power was at its lowest, they were still masters of Paris. The political position of Paris gave the university its place in the political and ecclesiastical world which no other university has ever occupied.


In common with later rulers of France, even fearless Philippe-Auguste seems to have been daunted by the Paris students. Constituting a substantial segment of the city’s population by the end of the century, these scholars enjoyed the same set of privileges that the ecclesiastical courts had formulated to protect the clergy. The first was termed the privilegium canonis, under which the clergy were considered sacred personages. Any violence against them was therefore sacrilege and punishable by immediate excommunication, for which absolution could be obtained only by arduous penance. Under the second, the privilegium fori, the clergy were exempt from the secular courts and subject exclusively to ecclesiastical jurisdiction. Since clerics enjoyed the privilegium canonis, the Church courts were restricted to spiritual sanctions. The privilegium fori posed evident problems for the secular authorities, since murder, rape, robbery and other of the most heinous crimes committed by the clergy went unpunished. At Paris, because of the concentration of scholars, the problem of repressing clerical crime was more acute than elsewhere, such as in England. Philippe-Auguste himself was reported to have observed gloomily that clerics exhibited greater rashness than knights, for whereas knights fought only in armour, clerics and students sprang into the fray brandishing knives, without helmets to protect their clean-shaven pates. Youthful students, as well as their masters and mentors, became renowned for their brawling and rioting, as well as for committing more heinous crimes, such as fornication, abduction of married women, robbery and even murder.


By 1223, there was such animosity that the Paris citizenry fought a pitched battle against the students during which 320 were killed, their bodies thrown into the Seine.


Shortly after the death of Philippe-Auguste, under the reign of his saintly grandson, Louis IX, the university reaped more of the whirlwind already sown. During the carnival of 1228–9, students entered a tavern in the suburb of Bourg Saint-Marcel, where ‘by chance they found good and sweet wine’. A row began with the landlord; the disputants rapidly proceeded to blows, and ‘the pulling of ears and tearing of hair’. The innkeeper called in his neighbours, who fiercely beat off the students; but the next day they returned with reinforcements, armed with swords and sticks. They attacked the host and set the taps running. Then, ‘filled with insolence and wine’, they ‘sallied forth into the streets to amuse themselves at the expense of peaceable citizens and women alike’. The tables were turned once more when ‘the savage police of a savage city’2 killed several innocent students. The masters once more suspended their lectures, while the episode aroused strong feelings against the university – the murder of a number of students by a brutal soldiery being ‘welcomed by their official superiors as tending to the humiliation of the upstart university’.


There followed the dissolution of the university for six years – with the consequences Philippe-Auguste had so greatly feared: the great mass of masters and scholars left Paris, many of them accepting the pressing invitation of Henry III of England, to reinforce the rising universities of Oxford and Cambridge. About the only power retained by the English universities was that of excommunicating ‘vagabond, truant and incorrigible scholars’.


Despite this turbulent early history of dissolution and scandal, the institution of the university had grown in size and repute since 1180, the year Philippe-Auguste was crowned, when the Collège des Dix-Huit was formed by the heirs of Abelard’s handful of students – its first hall of residence opened by an Englishman called Josse. Through its distinction, the Paris of Philippe-Auguste established herself as the recognised intellectual centre of Europe; even his holy adversary, Pope Innocent III, was educated there and subsequently lent it his powerful support; after him there followed three of the nephews of Pope Alexander IV. In 1210 the royal chronicler, Guillaume le Bretonne, lauded how


letters flourished in Paris. Never before at any time, or in any part of the world, whether in Athens or Egypt, had there been such a multitude of students. The reason for this must be sought not only in the beauty of Paris itself, but also in the special privileges which King Philippe and his father before him had conferred upon the students.3


In 1257, under St Louis’ confessor, Robert de Sorbon, the University of Paris gained its definitive name of the ‘Sorbonne’. It started then as a small college with accommodation limited to only seven priests, with originally sixteen students of theology, four from each European nation, swiftly increased to thirty-six. Theology and the arts were its main disciplines; later a medical school would be added beneath its umbrella. By the end of the thirteenth century, the Sorbonne had attained the constitutional form that would carry it through the rest of the Middle Ages; by the year 1400, forty colleges would exist, while three centuries later the number would have grown to sixty-five, though most would disappear under the present Sorbonne. As of 1231, Pope Gregory IX could praise Paris as ‘the town of books’; Robert de Sorbon would start off the university library with a bequest of his own personal library of sixty-seven volumes; thirty years later the collection numbered 1017 titles, all painstakingly written on parchment, often exquisitely illuminated. Of these only four were in French, the remainder still in Latin.


By the fourteenth century, interest in Abelard’s dialectics had begun to decline within the university, replaced by a trend towards the pragmatic; in the words of Robert de Sorbon, ‘is not the labourer mad who is forever sharpening his plough without ever ploughing the field?’4. Bankrupted during the Hundred Years War, the Sorbonne’s pristine quality waned. It was to become ‘an annexe of Oxford’ after taking sides with the English against the King of France and Joan of Arc – honour was restored as, in 1437, the university submitted to Charles VII. In 1470, the first printing press to reach Paris from Germany was set up in the Sorbonne. Under the influence of the great printer, Robert Estienne (1503–59), the Sorbonne once more regained its position of eminence in Europe, but with the Wars of Religion, Estienne (a supporter of the Reformation) was proscribed for ‘blasphemy, sedition, and the selling of prohibited books’, and he migrated – with his precious press – to Geneva, where he died.


During these retrograde days, the medical fraternity also suffered. Under the aegis of the Church, doctors had to undertake on oath not to practise surgery which cut the skin; that was left to the barbers – regardless of the requirements of the patient. In 1442 they were even summoned to refrain, on oath, from prescribing all digestive, laxative or soothing remedies; they revolted, and by the end of the fifteenth century the quarrel between medical progress and religious doctrine had become acute. To bring air into the ailing university, and impressed by the intellectual and artistic achievements he had seen in Italy, François I in 1529 founded the Collège de France, right next door to the Sorbonne. Known at first as the Collège des Trois Langues, as Hebrew and Greek were taught there as well as Latin, it adopted the revolutionary procedure of giving lectures in French.


In 1624 Cardinal Richelieu, elected Grand Master of the Sorbonne, commissioned Lemercier to reconstruct its derelict building, taking upon himself the restoration of its former glories. It would revive only to be suppressed by the revolution in 1792, remaining empty until 1806 when Napoleon enters the story. Nevertheless, its massive quarters still sitting astride the hump of the Mont de Sainte-Geneviève, for 850 years the Sorbonne has survived as the sanctuary of French intelligence; as John Russell notes, there is no institution in England that quite corresponds to it: ‘It is as if Eton, Harrow, Oxford, Cambridge, Manchester Grammar School, the London School of Economics, and the Royal Institute of International Affairs were all bundled into an area less than a mile square.’


The students of medieval Paris, aged between fifteen and thirty, had a pitiably hard life. Often their backs bore the signs of heavy beating, inflicted by less amiable masters. Bitterly cold in winter, with only one much-patched garment to their name, they would lodge


in a poor house with an old woman who cooks only vegetables and never prepares a sheep except on feast days. A dirty fellow waits on the table and just such a person buys the wine in the city … After the meal, a student sits on a rickety chair and uses a light, doubtless a candle, which goes out continually and disturbs the ideas.5


He ‘sits all night long and learns the seven liberal arts. Often he falls asleep at his work and is troubled by bad dreams.’ The next day’s lectures would begin again at 5 a.m. Receiving no stipend, he would often have to pay extortionate rents for these meagre lodgings himself – as well as his master’s wages; receiving no regular salaries, each had the right to teach for whatever fees he could extract from other students. When an English student, Abbot Samson of Bury St Edmunds, was studying in Paris, he recalled how he had been subsidised by a chaplain back home, who merchandised holy water for this purpose.


Official, ecclesiastical entertainments were few, and simple; in December and January, as well as at Easter time, there were the Ludi Theatrales, plays which were put on at a monastery. Otherwise, in a world adorned by those perennial students, François Villon and François Rabelais, they would amuse themselves with such harmless pursuits as stealing shop signs and placing fried turds in the hoods of graduates. Pranks like this, however, could of course escalate into more serious outbreaks of violence. As a warning, pour épater les étudiants, in the middle of the Latin Quarter a gibbet was set up in the Place Maubert, the grim focus of a squalid area stigmatised by the philosopher Erasmus as ‘a cesspit’. But even public executions, in heartless medieval Paris, could be a major source of entertainment.


Though the students were clearly at the lower end of the social spectrum, life for the remainder of the populace of Paris during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was no sinecure either, in a brutally competitive, bustling city. We know something about it from the jottings of a young English schoolmaster, Alexander Neckam, who in his early twenties went to teach in Paris around 1177. The London he left behind, he recorded, was a city much afflicted by drunkenness and fire; Paris measured up better in these respects. Reaching Montmartre, Neckam noted how it seemed to rise in three tiers of vineyards out of open fields, with the ruins of an old temple near the top. From Montmartre there was a unique view of Paris, of ‘a turreted city surrounded by great walls’.6 In another view of Paris, dating from 1210, members of a travelling Chanson de Geste group saw an ‘admirable city with many a church, many high church towers, and abbeys of great nobility. They saw the Seine, with deep fords and the mills, of which there were many; they saw the ships which bring wheat, wine, salt and great wealth.’7


The river would have been in a state of constant movement and hubbub, with ships plodding up heavy with stone from Normandy, meeting barges coming down from Burgundy laden with wine and grain. There was a rumble of mill wheels everywhere; water mills for grinding grain run by the power of the life-giving Seine, as the windmill had not yet been invented. There were even mills mounted on floating hulls which could be shifted to allow traffic to pass under the bridges. Neckam found quarters off the Seine on the Rue de la Boucherie, where the waters of the Bièvre stream, not yet become a sewer, ran clear and pleasant through unpolluted fields. But the water of the Seine gave dysentery to all who were not natives of Paris.


Neckam’s house would almost certainly have been of timber construction, and if his walls had any drapes at all, they would have been crude fabrics dyed a solid colour. His bed was put together at night fall, then dismantled in the morning; clothing and books were kept in chests ranged round the wall, and candles were the only source of light for study. If it was a more affluent Parisian household, there might be biblical scenes in coloured worsted around the walls, and a raised floor, or dais, at the fireplace end, where those of the higher rank sat and ate; but Neckam as a poor clerk would not have been permitted to sit at the fire, ‘nor sit at a table, but rather eat on his lap, with the household dogs flocking around to take the bread from his hand’. For food, if he was lucky, on special days he would have been treated to roast pork; but mostly the fare would have been vegetables – beans, beets and peas. There was honey for sweetening. To drink there was cider, beer and unfermented wine, from the slopes of Montmartre. By the fireplace was to be found a disgusting and evil-smelling garde-robe pit, into which all kitchen waste (and probably human waste, too) was thrown.


In Paris, chronically overcrowded within its protective walls, personal sanitation was ever a problem – worse than in London. When space permitted, the garde-robe pit would be dug outside the house, and a shed and a wooden platform placed over it. Otherwise, contributing to the endemic lack of hygiene in medieval Paris, there was always difficulty in locating a latrine – hence known as the longaigne, or ‘far-off place’. In the Life of St Gregory, the latrine is spoken of as a ‘retiring place where tablets can be read without interruption’. It was the custom for kitchen pots and washbasins as well as chamber pots to be emptied by pitching the contents from the window. Hence the reason why the better-off Parisian rode through the streets on horseback, while others wore heavy shoes, with high, thick soles, plus a chape as a protection from ordure thrown from above. Most of the houses had a perron (a word used today for a railway platform) in the form of a large block of stone raised above the vile mud to serve as a doorstep, where the lady of the house would sit and gossip and watch the va-et-vient.


Compared with the terrible fourteenth century that lay ahead, and even the days of Louis XIV, life for peasants and city-dwellers alike was tolerable. Social degree showed itself to a large extent in apparel. In bed at night, all wore nothing. By day, a baron could be spotted in cold weather by his fur-lined pellice. Men of all ranks wore braies, the full, pleated breeches favoured by the Gauls, while the affluent also wore long stockings, or chauces, often in brilliant colours and of rich materials like silk or cotton (imported from Africa, and therefore of even greater rarity). Above would be worn a pleated cote or bliaut doublet with full but short sleeves, revealing the tight-fitting chainse shirt (handsomely embroidered in the case of the wealthy). Instead of braies women of the time – those who could afford it – wore a long linen chainse trailing to the ground. According to the early thirteenth-century Roman de la Rose, it was important to have a good tailor:


you should give your garment to someone who knows how to cut [taillier], who can place the stitches properly and make the sleeves fit. Shoes and boots you should have fresh and new, and see that they fit so close that the low-class fellows will argue how you got into them – and how you will get out.8


Elegant women wore clothes of brilliant hue – possibly a purple mantle fastened by a gold pin at the breast.


To palliate the hardship of medieval life, for rich man or poor, music and verse were of the highest priority. The principal instrument of the visiting jongleur would be a viele – a flat-bottomed fiddle, slightly triangular, with three strings, tuned in fourths or fifths. The bow, concave, was a little awkward to handle. Then there was the gigue, a tenor viele and ancestor of the viola da gamba; it seems to have been set on the left knee, played like a cello. There were the rote, a zither-like instrument with five strings; the mandore, a kind of mandolin, played on the lap; a monicorde or organistrum, played by two people, a long guitar-shaped instrument with a single string; the horn, on which, with no valves, they could only blow fundamental notes; and, of course, a rustic form of cornemuse, bagpipe. Finally there was the organ – played by two men, with two to four men at the bellows.
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