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A pastoral scene is shown in this image from the Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, a 15th-century book of hours.





INTRODUCTION



Three distinctive civilizations developed in western Eurasia and North Africa following the fifth century collapse of the Western Roman empire’s authority. The Greek empire of Byzantium was centred on the eastern Mediterranean while the civilization of Islam became predominant across North Africa and in the Middle East. European civilization incorporated the western Mediterranean territories but it also acquired a new axis which extended northwards to include areas that had been peripheral to classical Roman antiquity. These three cultures were the sibling civilizations of ancient Rome, and western Europe came to define itself as the bastion of Latin Christendom as opposed to the Greeks’ eastern Orthodoxy. Up until at least the year 1000 Europe’s level of cultural, intellectual and material development was clearly inferior to that attained by Byzantium and the Islamic states. During the central or ‘high’ Middle Ages that extended from the 11th to the 13th centuries the continent started to rival its two neighbouring powers in terms of political effectiveness, military success and cultural expansiveness. By the 15th century Europeans were asserting supremacy over their erstwhile rivals and superiors. The means by which this great transformation came to pass form the subject matter of this book.


Social structures were reorganized at a profound level in western Europe from c.500 onwards: the traditions of imperial Rome now yielded to those of the Germanic peoples, such as the Franks and the Lombards, who had migrated to the south and west. New kingdoms were thereby established in western Europe, and monarchy’s institutional authority turned former citizens into subjects. A process of Christianization was encouraged by missionaries, sponsored by rulers and often imposed on subjugated pagan peoples, and monasticism became the supreme expression of European religious life.


‘Europe’ had been a geographical term since Graeco-Roman antiquity but the word acquired a cultural and political significance during Charlemagne’s reign as king of the Franks (768–814). The scale of his victories gave Charlemagne a dominion over most of the territories which had once comprised the Western Roman empire, and in the year 800 he was crowned emperor by Pope Leo III. Charlemagne’s heirs and successors however failed to maintain his expansionist momentum, and after the division of the former Carolingian empire (843) European kings found it difficult to raise the armies needed to enforce their authority. A century-long period of strain and danger followed with Magyar invasions from the east and Viking incursions from Scandinavia undermining Europe’s recovery and self-confidence.


Hardened by these battles, European military and political leaders were able to regain the initiative by the late tenth century, and the papacy’s decision to grant an imperial crown to the German king Otto I in 962 marks the start of the institution which would later be termed the Holy Roman Empire. Demographic growth, urban development, and a burgeoning sense of national identity – as well as the papacy’s assertion of its own independent power – are the hallmarks of the central Middle Ages. From the 11th century onwards the chivalric code, which inculcated the virtues of valour, courtesy, honour and loyalty, achieved a widespread diffusion among the European élites. Chivalry’s influence transcended the ethic’s military origins, and its celebration of the cult of love, both human and divine, had a profound impact on social conduct, religious idealism and aesthetic inspiration.


The phrase ‘medium aevum’ was coined during the early 17th century by French and English historians of jurisprudence, and its vernacular equivalents, ‘moyen age’, ‘Middle Ages’ and ‘medieval’, were adopted subsequently. These authors also popularized the notion that ‘feudalism’ – another word they invented – was the universal form of social life in western Europe by the 11th century and that it lasted for at least another 300 years. The terms feudum (or ‘fief’) and feodalitas (services connected with the feudum) refer to a form of property holding which was especially common in France and England. But the way in which European societies changed in the post-Roman and medieval centuries inevitably assumed many different guises, and an uniform ‘feudal system’ did not exist at any stage in the history of medieval Europe. An assertion of lordship however did become widespread and its exercise showed how power at local, regional and national levels could be established by a mutual exchange of vows between superiors and inferiors. Obligations of service might then be incurred by those sometimes called ‘vassals’ and promises of protection would be made by the relevant lord.


During the 14th century Europeans had to cope with a series of both natural and man-made disasters: widespread famines, the Black Death of 1348 and subsequent years, as well as the mid-century collapse of Italian banks. Technological change meant that warfare became both more expensive financially and increasingly devastating in its human impact. Expansion and development halted in both the towns and the countryside, and Europe’s population, which had stood at some 70 million in 1300, was almost halved. European resilience is nonetheless the key feature of this renewed time of trial with first the rural areas and then the urban centres being rapidly repopulated. The intellectual, political and social changes associated with an initially Italian renaissance evolved out of late medieval society, and are inconceivable outside that context. Personal enterprise, intellectual curiosity, and institutional responsiveness to change: these defining characteristics of European civilization were formed during the medieval centuries and it was that legacy from its past which enabled the culture to survive, evolve and flourish.
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THE OTTONIAN DYNASTY OF SAXON EMPERORS
919–1024


The creation of the German people’s first reich dominates the history of tenth-century Europe. Charlemagne, king of the Franks, revived the imperial title for the first time since the collapse of the Western Roman empire in the fifth century, and on Christmas Day 800 he was crowned emperor by the pope in Rome. However, his dynastic successors failed to maintain the empire’s territorial unity. By c.900 the ancestral core of Charlemagne’s empire had been split into a kingdom of the Eastern Franks, corresponding to much of modern Germany, and a kingdom of the Western Franks, whose boundaries anticipated those of France. The duchy of Saxony became the eastern kingdom’s power base.


The Saxons had been tenaciously pagan before Charlemagne conquered them in a series of fierce late-eighth-century military campaigns. Now a thoroughly Christianized territory, the duchy of Saxony was key to Germany’s evolution into a power that embraced ancient Roman notions of empire and was the dominant partner in its alliance with the papacy. At the beginning of the tenth century Europe was still threatened from the north by the Vikings, and the danger of invasion from the east by the Magyars, a pagan and nomadic warrior race, posed major challenges until the 950s. However, the armies of the German reich, later to be termed the Holy Roman Empire, held the line against these threats and set the scene for the evolution of medieval European civilization.


In 919 Henry I, duke of Saxony and founder of the Ottonian dynasty, was elected ‘king of the Germans’ by an assembly of aristocrats meeting at Fritzlar. The Eastern Frankish duchies of Franconia, Swabia, Bavaria and Lotharingia soon acknowledged his kingship. Henry’s heirs would rule as his lineal successors, and the practice of election to the throne, although retained, became a formality. The new king, dubbed ‘the Fowler’ because of his fondness for hunting wild birds, subdued the Danish Vikings, and in 924 he agreed a ten-year truce with the Magyars whom he then defeated at the Battle of Riade in 933. Henry’s refusal to be made king was a major break with the traditions of ‘sacral kingship’. But he was determined to exercise power on his own terms and to avoid any suggestion of indebtedness to the Church. However, Henry’s son, Otto I (‘the Great’), chose to be anointed and consecrated a king when he was crowned at Aachen’s Palatine Chapel in 936. The bishops and abbots of the German kingdom became his vassals, and these royal appointees identified strongly with Otto’s system of government and supported the consolidation of his command over an often fractious nobility. This German reichskirche or imperial church was also instrumental in the eastward expansion of the Ottonian dynasty. The sees established in Poland, Bohemia, Moravia and Hungary operated as outposts of the ecclesiastical centres at Mainz and Magdeburg, Salzburg and Passau, and the new bishoprics were pivotal in trying to impose German culture and enforce political assimilation on the conquered Slavic peoples. The scale of new building projects, together with the demands for military hardware, made this an expensive policy, but the discovery of silver in Saxony’s Harz region during the early tenth century had enriched the Ottonian kings and helped to subsidize their imperial ventures.
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RIGHT A 1903 German mosaic of Otto I (‘the Great’), who was crowned an emperor by the pope in 962.



CAMPAIGNS IN THE SOUTH AND EAST



Otto’s ambitions extended south as well as east. In 950 he launched a major campaign across the Alps in support of Queen Adelheid of Italy who was being threatened by the rebellion of Berengar, margrave of Ivrea in the peninsula’s northwest. Success in battle led to Otto’s recognition as ‘king of the Lombards’ by the Italian nobility. The decisive defeat he inflicted on the Magyars at the Battle of the Lechfeld on 10 August 955 entrenched his authority over the German aristocracy. The king’s war machine gained another crushing victory on 16 October 955 when it defeated the Obodrites, a Slavic tribe established in the region of Mecklenburg on the Baltic coast. This gave the kingdom a 30-year period of peace on its eastern frontier, during which time a tight system of lordship was imposed on the Slavs by their German rulers.


[image: Images]


BELOW A pen and watercolour manuscript illustration (c.1450) from the workshop of Diebold Lauber shows Emperor Otto I meeting Pope John XII.


Berengar remained ambitious and in c.960 he occupied the papal states of central Italy. Otto responded by marching his army into Rome to safeguard the position of the young pope, John XII, who, on 2 February 962, crowned the German king an emperor. The Diplomata Ottonianum, an imperial-papal agreement issued later that same month, gave Otto the right to confirm elections to the papacy. Pope John swiftly repented of this one-sided pact, and after making peace overtures to Berengar he was deposed in 963 by the Church council summoned by the emperor. For the remainder of his reign Otto was preoccupied with the Italian south, where a number of local princes retained their Lombard identity as descendants of the Germanic tribe that had invaded the region in the seventh century. Pandulf Ironhead, prince of Benevento and Capua, was one such ruler, and Otto enlisted him as his ally in the campaign to expel the Byzantines from the peninsula’s south. Otto also engineered Pandulf’s succession as prince of Salerno and granted him the duchy of Spoleto, a fiefdom (the territorial domain of a feudal lord) whose territories extended to the east of the papal states. A major anti-Byzantine power block was thereby created as the new German reich confronted the Greek empire.





THE OTTONIAN DYNASTY


800 Charlemagne, king of the Franks and of the Lombards, is crowned emperor by Pope Leo III on Christmas Day.


919 Henry I (‘the Fowler’), duke of Saxony, is elected king of the Germans.


933 King Henry I defeats the Magyars at the Battle of Riade.


936 Otto I (‘the Great’), founds Quedlinburg Abbey.


962 Otto I is crowned emperor by Pope John XII.


982 The army of Arab Sicily defeats Otto II’s forces at the Battle of Stilo, Calabria. A rebellion of Slavic tribes settled between the Oder and Elbe endangers the German kingdom’s eastern frontier.


996 Otto III, German king and emperor, begins to rule in his own right.


c.1000 Coronation of Stephen I, Hungary’s first king, as a Christian monarch.


1002 Duke Henry of Bavaria is elected king of the Germans and reigns as Henry II.


1004 Henry II defeats Arduin, Margrave of Ivrea, who has proclaimed himself ‘king of Italy’.


1024 Henry II, the last Saxon emperor, dies.





MAINTAINING OTTO’S DYNASTY



Otto’s dynastic ambitions were endorsed when an assembly, meeting in Worms in 961, elected his son king of the Germans. The future Otto II was crowned joint-emperor with his father by the pope six years later and was thoroughly trained in the business of imperial war and government. His first major challenge came in 978 when Lothair, king of West Francia, launched an invasion and occupied Aachen. Otto retaliated in the autumn by leading his army over the frontier and inflicting heavy losses on the enemy. A peace agreement was arrived at in 980, and with his western boundaries secured Otto could plan an Italian campaign. He crossed the Alps with his army, and on Easter Day 981, accompanied by a retinue of courtiers and senior churchmen, Otto entered Rome. Here he held a magnificent court attended by nobles drawn from across the imperial territories. Otto’s ambitions, however, lay further south.


DEFEATED BY THE ARABS



The Arab pirates known as Saracens operated from bases on the north African coast, and they had been disrupting the Mediterranean sea lanes for over a century. An alliance with Arab-ruled Sicily was now enabling the Saracens to attack the southern Italian regions of Puglia and Calabria, and the German army advanced from Rome bent on confrontation. Pandulf Ironhead’s heirs had fallen out with each other, but Otto managed to secure their recognition of his imperial authority and proceeded to annex Puglia – a region still controlled by the Byzantines. Military catastrophe followed. In July 982, at Stilo in Calabria, Otto’s army was destroyed by the Arab army of Sicily whose emir, Abu al-Kasim, had declared a jihad or holy war against the Germans. The emperor managed to escape incognito on a Greek ship and return to Rome. At an imperial assembly held in Verona he secured recognition of his infant son as king of the Germans, and then started to plan a resumption of the southern campaign.


Emboldened by the news of imperial defeat, the Slavic tribes settled between the Elbe and the Oder on Germany’s eastern frontier now seized the chance to rebel. This massive and prolonged insurrection was a major setback for the empire, and its active eastward expansion would not be resumed until the 12th century. Otto learned of the rebellion just before his death in Rome in December 983 – and the event was to have long-term ramifications for his three-year-old heir, Otto III.


OTTO III – AN ENLIGHTENED AND PRAGMATIC RULER



As soon as Otto III started to reign in 996 he demonstrated a deep conviction that Europe formed a unity and that the strength of his reich should therefore lie in its acknowledgement of diversity rather than in the imposition of a rigid uniformity. His keen sense of a common European culture was reflected in his veneration for Charlemagne’s memory, and it also owed much to his Greek mother, Theophanu. The emperor made Rome his capital, and Pope Sylvester II, his former tutor the French intellectual Gerbert of Aurillac, became a reliable ally in the process of reforming the notoriously nepotistic late-tenth-century Church.


Otto grasped that his forebears’ eastern ambitions were beyond the resources of his empire’s German core. He also thought it strategically foolish, since the subjugated but hostile peoples might well turn to Byzantium for support. He therefore developed a federal policy for the eastern territories. The rulers of these lands were still expected to honour the imperial title, but they now enjoyed an internal autonomy within a looser structure than Otto I’s tight model of subjugation. In Poland, therefore, Otto created an autonomous archbishopric at Gniezno as well as its three suffragan sees at Kolberg, Cracow and Breslau, and he also remitted the tribute payments previously made by Polish rulers to the emperors. These changes demonstrated to the Poles that they could remain part of the religious community of the Latin West without also having to become culturally German. Hungary’s ruler, Stephen, was deeply influenced by this example and, encouraged by Otto, he opted for loyalty to the see of Rome when it came to the Christianization of his recently pagan country. Accordingly, he was crowned in about December 1000 as Stephen I, the first king of Hungary, with a crown sent him by the pope.





OTTONIAN RULERS 919–1024


HENRY I


[‘the Fowler’]


(876–936)


r. 919–36


OTTO I


[‘the Great’]


(912–73)


r. 936–73


OTTO II


(955–83)


r. 973–83


OTTO III


(980–1002)


r. 983–1002


HENRY II


(973–1024)


r. 1002–24





Otto III died in 1002 after contracting malaria in the marshes near Ravenna. Following his death various factions supported rival candidates for the succession. The year 1002 was marked by violent disputes among the imperial nobility, but the dynastic principle won the day as the best guarantor of order. Thus it was that Henry, duke of Bavaria, a direct descendant of Henry the Fowler, was elected to rule. Henry II had a thoroughly Ottonian view of the Church’s role: he wished it to be powerful, and he expected it to use that might in support of the empire. Like his predecessors, Henry ruled through the bishops, which is why he opposed the monastic clergy’s attempts to establish their own jurisdiction independent of the episcopate. Henry was a genuine Church reformer, but his initiatives also suited his own goals as a strong territorial ruler. The imposition of clerical celibacy, for example, meant that the powerful clergy had no chance to create their own family dynasties.


FURTHER INSURGENCY IN ITALY



Henry was attracted to Italy for the same reasons as his predecessors: the prestige of an association with Roman antiquity, the power that came with the role of protector of the Church and the opportunity to fight the peninsula’s dissident aristocrats. The latest of these rebels was Arduin who, like the equally troublesome Berengar half a century earlier, was margrave of Ivrea. Arduin had seized the opportunity presented by Otto III’s death and, like his predecessor, proclaimed himself king of Italy. Henry’s army marched into Italy in the spring of 1004 and crushed the margrave’s forces at a battle fought near Verona. Henry then marched on to Pavia, where he was crowned king of the Lombards. He then proceeded to burn most of Pavia to the ground as punishment for its past support for Arduin.


It was necessary to embark on a second Italian campaign in 1013 as a result of Arduin’s renewed military activities. In the following year Pope Benedict VIII, an imperial ally in the project of Church renewal, crowned Henry emperor. Henry’s third, and most ambitious, Italian expedition was the result of a direct appeal from the pope, who feared that Lombard rulers in the south were flirting with Byzantium. Henry despatched three armies to the south in 1022 in order to assert his sovereignty over the whole of Italy. He also took personal charge of the siege of Troia, a fortress on Puglia’s northern boundary.


The failure of the siege was a significant setback, but the submission of the rulers of Capua and Salerno demonstrated the empire’s continuing ability to enforce its authority despite the daunting task of waging such long-distance wars. Henry died shortly afterwards in 1024 and, since he had no heirs, the line of Saxon emperors lapsed with him. The Ottonian century was over. The German empire’s involvement with Italy would, however, be the central drama of European warfare and politics for the next three centuries.
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ABOVE An ink-on-vellum illustration from the Liuthar Gospels (c.1000) of Otto III enthroned.



THE OTTONIAN ARTISTIC LEGACY



The Ottonian rulers’ artistic patronage was directed towards projects that would illustrate and reinforce their imperial ideology. Religious foundations, such as the Abbey of Corvey in Westphalia and the monastery of Reichenau on Lake Constance, benefited from direct royal sponsorship, and the illuminated manuscripts produced by their scriptoria contain magnificent representations of the emperors being crowned by Christ.


The style of Ottonian manuscripts built on the earlier Carolingian renaissance, an artistic and literary movement which owed its origins to Charlemagne’s patronage. Ottonian art nevertheless contained its own distinctive motifs, often reflecting Byzantine influences.


Itinerancy was an integral part of Ottonian government, and the rulers had no fixed capital. Their power was exercised instead at a number of royal residences, episcopal cities and religious communities, and the journeys they made between these centres were public demonstrations of regal authority. Assemblies, legal proceedings and public ceremonials were held at these buildings while the kings were in residence and, often designed in the Romanesque style, their architecture reflected the Ottonian grandeur. This is particularly true of the great abbey founded at Quedlinburg by Otto the Great in 936 to honour his father’s memory. The abbey was home to a community consisting of the unmarried daughters of the higher nobility, and it was here that the Quedlinburg Annals were compiled in the early 11th century. The Annals provide an account of the reigns of Otto III and Henry II, and the author may well have been a canoness of the community.


The poet and playwright Hroswitha (c.935–1002) was a major figure in the Ottonian renaissance, and she spent most of her life as a member of another religious community in Saxony, the Benedictine abbey at Gandersheim. She wrote a series of prose romances as well as six comedies based on the work of the Latin poet Terence. Even a writer as imaginative as Hroswitha could not escape the contemporary impact of Ottonian politics, though, as is shown by her verse eulogy of Otto I and his achievements.
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Quedlinburg Abbey, Germany, founded by Otto the Great in 936.





THE RISE OF THE CAPETIANS
987–1179


The kingdom of the Western Franks was created by the Treaty of Verdun in 843, and members of the Carolingian dynasty reigned within that territory until the late tenth century. As anointed kings, their authority, like that of their Capetian successors, had a sacramental quality that was acknowledged by the princes who ruled in significant centres of power such as Normandy, Burgundy, Anjou, Poitou and Toulouse. Aquitaine, however, had ceased to be part of the West Frankish kingdom in the early tenth century, and Brittany was entirely independent. Capetian and Carolingian rulers conceded the nobility’s right to run their own territories in return for loyalty and military assistance when needed.


Despite these agreements between kings and nobles, disputes concerning land and influence nonetheless recurred between the monarchy and the effectively independent dynasts. As a result, the kings’ unfettered authority was confined to their personal fiefdom or ‘demesne’ in the Île-de-France, an area of the middle Seine centred on Paris and Bourges where the Capetians actually owned land. The primacy accorded these reges Francorum was therefore often merely ceremonial, and until the 13th century – when the title ‘king of France’ was first used – they struggled to assert themselves.


The Capetian monarchy eventually persuaded the nobility that solidarity with the Crown was in their own best interests, and a more cohesive governing élite emerged as a result. But the evolution of a widespread national identity was a very long-term development in medieval France, as in other parts of continental Europe. The loyalties and identities of the great mass of the population were local and particular rather than general and uniform. Linguistic profusion emphasized further the plurality of cultures which barely communicated with each other. If the north was the land of the langue d’oil it was the langue d’oc that predominated in the south, and out of these two broad linguistic groups there emerged several distinctive dialects, such as Norman and Burgundian, Provençal and Languedocien. ‘Middle French’ also existed by the 14th century, but this standardized language made few inroads in the south.
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RIGHT The Grandes Chroniques de France, a richly illuminated sequence of manuscripts that relate the history of the French monarchy, were compiled between 1274 and 1461. This detail from the Chroniques, dated c.1335/40, shows Hugh Capet at the council of St. Basle, held near Rheims in 991.





THE RISE OF THE CAPETIANS


843 The Treaty of Verdun divides Charlemagne’s former empire into three kingdoms: East and West Francia are separated by a ‘middle kingdom’ extending from the North Sea to north Italy.


987 Hugh ‘Capet’, founder of the Capetian dynasty, is elected king of West Francia.


1108 Accession of Louis VI to the French throne. He reasserts rights of lordship over lands within the Capetian royal demesne in the Île-de-France.


1124 Louis VI leads his army to a victory over the forces commanded by the German emperor Henry V.


1130s Teachers and students are established in the area of Parisian area known as the Latin Quarter. Abbé Suger becomes the French monarchy’s chief adviser.


1148 The Second Crusade is abandoned; Louis VII’s participation undermines Capetian royal finances.


1152 The marriage of Eleanor, duchess of Aquitaine, and Louis VII of France is annulled. She marries Henry, count of Anjou, and duke of Normandy, who succeeds to the English throne in 1154 as Henry II.


1180 Accession of King Philip II Augustus.





HUGH – CLAIMANT TO THE THRONE



The Carolingian succession had been usurped on two occasions before the reign of Louis V, the last member of his family to rule in West Francia, with Odo of Paris and Robert I – both members of the Robertine dynasty – reigning as kings in 888–98 and 922–23 respectively. Hugh, the duke of the Franks, belonged to the same family, and his father Robert the Great had been guardian of Lothair IV’s estates during the king’s minority. Surnames had yet to be established as a general convention in tenth-century Europe, and Hugh ‘Capet’ owed his nickname to the headship or authority he enjoyed among the nobility who elected him to succeed Louis V in June 987. That prestige came to signify the start of a new phase in the history of kingship in West Francia, and the Capetian dynasty would go on to acclaim Hugh as its eponymous founder.


Hugh’s claim to the throne was supported by his cousin Otto II. That family connection had deep roots, since the Capetians’ Robertine ancestors had originally been members of the East Frankish nobility before establishing themselves in West Francia by the mid-ninth century. As crowned Roman emperors, the Ottonian dynasty could nominate West Francia’s senior clergy, and these placemen enforced their patrons’ policy by refusing to back the later Carolingian rulers of the western kingdom. Adalberon, the archbishop of Rheims, was one such nominee and his support for Hugh Capet had been crucial at the assembly of 987. Although Charles of Lorraine – King Lothair’s younger brother – had a legitimate Carolingian claim to succeed the childless Louis V, it was not difficult to find reasons why he should be denied a crown. He had falsely accused Lothair’s queen of infidelity with the bishop of Laon, and after being driven from the kingdom he paid homage to Otto II who made him duke of lower Lorraine in 977. In the autumn of 978 an invasion force led by Otto and Charles compelled Lothair to retreat to Paris where he was besieged until Hugh Capet’s army stepped in and drove the invaders back across the frontier. Charles’s ambitions did not cease on Hugh Capet’s accession to the throne, however, and he managed to take both Rheims and Laon before he was seized in the spring of 991, after which he died in captivity.


Hugh’s determination to secure a dynastic succession meant that Robert II (‘the Pious’) was elected king during his father’s lifetime. But he had argued that the succession needed to be established because he was planning a campaign against the Arab forces that were threatening Borrel II, the count of Barcelona. Hugh may well have seen an opportunity here for an extension of his power, but the nobility refused to support him and the military offensive never materialized. Such an inability to enforce the royal will illustrates the real limits to Hugh’s power, as well as explaining the king’s anxious eagerness to get his son confirmed as his successor.



AN UNEASY PEACE



In 1023 Robert II and the German emperor Henry II arrived at a landmark decision: they resolved not to pursue claims to each other’s territories. Although an agreed boundary between the French kingdom and the German empire was now in place, this early phase of Capetian history remained one of dynastic insecurity. Possessed of so few lands of his own, Robert pursued his rights to any feudal territories that became vacant. However, the fact that these were invariably also contested by other claimants embroiled him in numerous military campaigns. He tried to invade Burgundy in 1003, but it took another 13 years before the Church recognized his title as the duchy’s ruler. Furthermore, the civil wars waged against him by his own sons – Hugh Magnus, Henry and Robert – were prolonged and bitter struggles centred on inheritance rights. The dynastic style meant that Hugh Magnus was crowned a king in his father’s lifetime, and from 1017 onwards he was co-ruler. But although earmarked for great things, he rebelled against Robert II and after his early death in 1025 the two surviving brothers continued with the campaign. When Henry succeeded to the throne, Robert maintained his dissidence until he was given the dukedom of Burgundy. In an age that was accustomed to violence Robert I of Burgundy remained notable for his uncontrollable behaviour. He set aside his wife Helie of Semur in c.1046 and then killed her father – having already arranged for her brother’s murder.


The question of how to deal with the increasingly powerful duchy of Normandy preoccupied both Henry I and his two immediate successors. Henry had helped Duke William to assert his authority internally in 1047, when he was threatened by rebel vassals. However, William’s marriage to Matilda, daughter of the count of Flanders, threatened the French Crown with a pincer-like alliance, and the two military campaigns that Henry launched in 1054 and 1057 sought to subjugate the duchy. These ended in an unsurprising failure, and Philip I reconciled himself to the reality of Norman power by making peace. The reign of Louis VI nevertheless saw a resumption of the Franco-Norman conflict and a dramatic improvement in the fortunes of French monarchy, along with a vigorous assertion of royal rights.





CAROLINGIAN KINGS OF WEST FRANCIA 954–87


LOTHAIR IV


(941–86)


r. 954–86


LOUIS V


(967–87)
r. 986–87





THE RESTORATION OF ORDER IN THE ÎLE-DE-FRANCE



By the end of the 11th century large areas of the Capetian demesne in the Île-de-France were controlled by feudal lords who ignored their duties of vassalage and exercised an independent power by illegal and violent means. Although the military campaigns fought by Louis on his own lands lasted some quarter of a century, he had succeeded in reasserting his feudal rights by the 1130s, and orderly government was restored in the royal demesne. Louis’s foreign policy was just as strenuous, and here he could take advantage of a split within the Norman élite when William Clito, the son of Robert Curthose, duke of Normandy, rebelled against his uncle Henry I and sought to replace him as ruler of both England and Normandy. In 1124 Louis’s army and its allies won a great victory over the forces of Henry V – the German king and emperor who had been persuaded by Henry I that he should attempt an invasion of France. This martial success recalled Hugh Capet’s prestige and earned Louis his acclamation as the second founder of his dynasty’s authority.
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ABOVE The Battle of Val-ès-Dunes, in which Henry I and Duke William quelled a Norman rebellion in 1047, is depicted in this section (c.1335/1340) from the Grandes Chroniques de France (1274–1461).


An arranged marriage between Louis’s infant son and Eleanor of Aquitaine meant that the French Crown was, for a while, reunited with the duchy of the southwest. That union nonetheless proved to be one of history’s most significant mésalliances because, following her divorce, Eleanor married Henry, count of Anjou (who was also Normandy’s duke, following his father Geoffrey’s conquest of the duchy in 1144). Henry’s accession to the throne of England as Henry II therefore created the vast power block of the Angevin empire. In theory, Henry held Normandy and Anjou as a vassal of the French monarchy and, since he had married Eleanor without seeking his suzerain’s permission, Louis declared war on him. Subsequent defeats showed how much greater were the resources available to Henry, but if Louis could not compete in that particular theatre of war his pro-papal policies gave him a more positive role on the European stage. At the start of his reign he had rejected the papal nominee to the archbishopric of Bourges, and Louis’s territories had therefore been placed for a while under a papal interdict. His intervention in the great quarrel between Pope Alexander II and the German emperor Frederick I Barbarossa nonetheless showed the depth of Louis’s attachment to the papal cause. Alexander had been elected pope by a majority of the College of Cardinals, but the minority who supported Cardinal Octavian broke away and elected him as Pope Victor IV. This anti-pope and his two successors enjoyed Barbarossa’s support, and the years of Alexander III’s exile in 1162–65 were spent in France where he enjoyed Louis’s warm support. The alliance between the Church and the French Crown deepened as a result, and the strong identification of the French clergy with the monarchy gave Louis a chain of command that enabled his will to be imposed in areas far from the core royal demesne


CHRONICLING A TIME OF CHANGE



The fact that both Louis VI and Louis VII survive in the documentary records as real personalities owes much to the pen of the Abbé Suger of Saint-Denis (c.1081–1151), who was a significant courtier by the late 1120s and the monarchy’s chief adviser from the mid-1130s until his death. He wrote a history of Louis VII’s reign as well as a detailed account of the governmental machinery, and these works in turn inspired the monks of Saint-Denis to embark on the chronicles that give a quasi-official account of the development of the French national monarchy during the 12th century. The challenges facing the kings remained enormous, and Louis VII’s participation in the fiasco of the Second Crusade, which had to be abandoned in 1148, undermined the royal finances. But in other respects there was a real change of gear, with the city of Paris evolving both culturally and economically. The commercial quarter known as Les Halles started to operate on the right bank of the Seine during Louis VI’s reign. The marshes on the left bank were drained, and this area became the heart of a celebrated academic quartier.


The problem of the succession had long tormented Louis VII in a manner entirely typical of his Capetian forebears. Eleanor had born him two daughters, as did his second wife Constance of Castile. It was his third wife, Adele of Champagne, who gave him the son and heir that he craved, however. In 1179, during the last year of his father’s life, Philip II Augustus was crowned at Rheims in a ceremony whose precautionary nature would have been well understood by Hugh Capet.





THE EARLY CAPETIAN DYNASTY 987–1223


HUGH CAPET


(c.940–96)


r. 987–96


ROBERT II


[‘the Pious’]


(972–1031)


r. 996–1031


HENRY I


(1008–60)


r. 1031–60


PHILIP I


(1052–1108)


r. 1060–1108


LOUIS VI


(1081–1137)


r. 1108–37


LOUIS VII


(1120–80)


r. 1137–80


PHILIP II AUGUSTUS


(1165–1223)


r. 1180–1223






GOTHIC FRENCH ARCHITECTURE



The abbey of Saint-Denis was a Merovingian foundation, and it was therefore already ancient when Suger decided that the Romanesque structure had to be rebuilt. Suger was the first of the ecclesiastical statesmen who rose to greatness in the service of the French Crown.


During the five years following his election as abbot in 1122 Suger devoted most of his time to the administration of Saint-Denis, and the extensive account he wrote of the building project also places the abbey in its historical context. As a centre of learning, a royal necropolis and ceremonial setting, the abbey had reflected the policies and supported the interests of successive reges Francorum. If Saint-Denis was to remain relevant at the highest levels of government it needed to have a contemporary look, and for Suger that inevitably meant adopting the Gothic style. Suger was also a loyal servant to the monarchy and his work at Saint-Denis had aims similar to those of contemporary French kingship: in both cases the institution’s past was being repackaged in order to secure its place in the future. By this time the principles of Gothic architecture typified by soaring spires, lofty rib vaults and pointed arches were being adopted by many of northern France’s ecclesiastical foundations, and Saint-Denis would join the ranks of the Gothic masterpieces erected in Chartres, Laon, Bourges and Rheims. Gothic architecture’s realization involved complex building plans, material wealth and a well-organized labour force, and the building projects reflected the self-belief of the ecclesiastical and courtly élite who were in overall charge. The fact that 12th-century summers were also proving to be unusually long and warm was an added bonus, and as a result the masons who laboured on site had more time to get the work done. The building of Notre Dame on the Île de la Cité from c.1163 onwards was a particularly spectacular example of the organizational capacity and self-confidence of the French monarchy. Maurice de Sully was the bishop who oversaw the work’s initial phase and he also started the building of the Hôtel Dieu, a hospital that stood adjacent to Notre Dame.
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The Gothic clerestory of the Basilica of Saint-Denis, in Paris, founded by the Merovingian King, Dagobert I, in the seventh century, and burial place of successive French monarchs.





THE NORMANS IN ENGLAND
1066–1135


The Norman conquest of the English people is an event without parallel in both the history of England and of medieval Europe as a whole. No more than 10,000 knights – perhaps even as few as 5000 of them – enforced a policy of military subjugation and wholesale expropriation of land in the former Anglo-Saxon kingdom during the generation that followed the Battle of Hastings in 1066, with the leaders of the native population being excluded from public office because of their ethnicity. Often brutal, the conquest of England by the Normans was also efficient and wide-ranging, changing forever the systems of government, social structure and culture.


The Anglo-Saxon kingdom had been one of the glories of Europe’s Christian civilization. When the Viking ancestors of the Normans were starting to penetrate the lower Seine valley in c.900, Anglo-Saxon culture was already ancient. Its leaders could count among their ancestors royal saints and martyrs who were venerated across the continent, and whose witness testified to the sacred nature of the authority that emanated from England’s throne. Neighbouring powers admired the royal house of Wessex, England’s reigning dynasty since the late ninth century, and marvelled at the efficiency of the tax-collecting bureaucracy that enriched English kings. Eleventh-century Europe supplied abundant examples of native populations subjected to the cruelty and violence of a conquering invader. But they were all pagans, whereas the Anglo-Saxons shared with the Normans the Christian faith. What happened in England during the second half of the 11th century was therefore unprecedented, since it took place within Christendom. Contemporaries noted this fact, and there were also papal protests. But all to no avail. How and why, therefore, did the Normans get away with it?


THE ADAPTABLE NORMANS



It was the Franks who gave the Nordmanni their first opportunity by ceding them lands around the mouth of the Seine in c.911. From this base they extended their grip westward to ‘Normandy’, which soon became one of the most tightly controlled feudal states in Europe. Conversion to Christianity and adoption of cavalry warfare did not remove the piratical restlessness that formed part of the Normans’ Scandinavian inheritance. The Norman readiness to learn, adapt and assimilate gave them a swift command over conquered territories. Their evolution of the motte-and-bailey castle, a mound surrounded by a ditched enclosure, invariably marked the Normans’ implacable territorial penetration. Their championing of religious orthodoxy was typically authoritarian, but their support for Benedictine monasticism, especially the foundations at Bec and Caen, turned Normandy into a pioneering centre of 11th-century scholarship.
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ABOVE A detail of the Bayeux Tapestry depicting Harold, king of England, being hit in the eye by an arrow at the Battle of Hastings in 1066.



THE INVASION’S ORIGINS



Norman interest in England dated back to 1002, when Ethelred II married Emma, the daughter of Normandy’s Duke Richard. But contemporary Scandinavia had a longer tradition of pursuing ambitions in England. Alfred the Great, king of Wessex, had contained the Danish Viking raiders and then consolidated his authority as ruler right across the English south and west. A century later, however, the Danes resumed their offensive, and the Danish King Cnut became king of England after Ethelred’s death in 1016. English, Norman and Scandinavian positioning ensued. Cnut’s marriage to the widowed Emma solidified his power base, but their son Harthacnut died after a brief reign. Ethelred and Emma’s son Edward had spent long years in exile after joining his maternal relatives in Normandy. His accession to the English throne in 1042 restored the line of Anglo-Saxon kings, albeit with a Norman slant, and Edward ‘the Confessor’ proved a good patron to the many Norman clergy, soldiers and officials who travelled with him from the duchy to the English court. This clique aroused the antagonism of Earl Godwine, England’s pre-eminent aristocrat, who forced the king to dismiss his Norman advisers in 1053. When Edward died without issue at the beginning of 1066 the English aristocracy chose the earl’s son and successor Harold Godwinson as king, and he was duly crowned.


The Scandinavian dimension to English kingship had one final card to play: Harthacnut was supposed to have promised Magnus I of Norway that if either died without issue the other would rule as king in both countries. Harald III Hardrada, king of Norway, therefore pursued a claim to the throne, and Harold of England’s estranged brother Tostig Godwinson, the earl of Northumbria, supported him. Harold’s army gained a great victory over the invading Norwegian army at the Battle of Stamford Bridge near York on 25 September 1066, in the course of which Tostig and Harald Hardrada were killed. Having marched south from Yorkshire to Sussex, the English army was already exhausted when it fought the battle that was joined at Hastings on 14 October and which ended in Harold’s defeat and death. The English aristocracy immediately chose Edgar Atheling to succeed Harold, so William still had to fight his way to the Crown. He failed to take London at his first attempt from the east, after which he advanced on the capital from the northwest before eventually receiving the submission of the English aristocracy at Berkhamsted.
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ABOVE Ethelred II, the king dubbed ‘unraed’ or ‘bad advice’ by contemporaries, is shown holding a sword in the Chronicle of Abingdon (c.1220).


TAKING CONTROL OF TERRITORY



The coronation of William as England’s new king took place at Westminster Abbey on 25 December 1066. It was the prelude to a series of campaigns of subjugation. In 1067 rebels in Kent attacked Dover Castle and a revolt spread in West Mercia. In 1068 William had to negotiate the surrender of Exeter, and there were further revolts both in Mercia and in Northumbria. Harold’s sons were meanwhile raiding the West Country from their new bases in Ireland, and in 1069 a rebellion spread in Northumbria after the massacre of several hundred Norman soldiers garrisoned at Durham. William defeated the northern rebels in battle near York before pursuing the remnants into the city, many of whose inhabitants were then massacred. The arrival of a large Danish fleet off England’s eastern coast in the late summer of 1069 inspired widespread English dissidence, and an allied Northumbrian-Danish army defeated the Norman garrison at York before establishing control over Northumbria. William stopped the Danish penetration into Lincolnshire, and after retaking York he bought off the Danes, who agreed to leave England by the spring of 1070. William’s army then waged a relentless campaign of devastation across Northumbria in the winter of 1069–70 resulting in a death toll of around 150,000. The following spring saw the Conqueror established in Chester, from where he crushed remaining areas of Mercian resistance. Eastern England saw further resistance, since the Danes initially reneged on their assurances to leave. However, a further payment finally secured their departure. Deprived of Danish support the rebels – led by Hereward (‘the Wake’) in the Isle of Ely – were crushed in 1071.


Wherever they went, Norman knights wanted two things: land and titles. Those who were prominent in the English campaign were of higher birth than their compatriots who went to southern Italy, and their surnames often reflected the family fiefdoms they already held in Normandy. In an unusual move, William claimed personal possession of all English land, and this meant he could dispose of it as he saw fit. The territories of English nobles who had fought and died with Harold were redistributed among William’s supporters. The pattern of confiscations explains the persistence of major anti-Norman revolts that led in turn to even more confiscations during 1067–71. Where a landholder died without issue, William and his barons claimed the right to choose the heir, who tended to be Norman, while widows and daughters who inherited property were often made to marry Norman husbands. William distributed his land-grants so that an individual’s holdings were spread throughout the country. A noble who revolted would therefore find it difficult to defend all his territories simultaneously, and the system encouraged group solidarity by bringing the nobility into contact with each other rather than retreating into a regional power base. The loyalty of this élite group meant that William could rule England from Normandy by implementing the practice known as government ‘by writ’, and this was the system followed by his Norman successors on the throne. After 1072 the king returned to Normandy since his duchy faced serious external threats, and he visited England on just four further occasions.





THE NORMANS IN ENGLAND


1042 Edward (‘the Confessor’) is crowned king of England on returning from his exile in Normandy.


1066 Following the launch of an invasion force led by Duke William of Normandy, Harold II (Harold Godwinson), last Anglo-Saxon king of England, is killed in battle at Hastings on 14 October. William is crowned king in Westminster Abbey on 25 December.


1085 King William orders the nationwide compilation of English land holdings which becomes known as the Domesday Book.


1089 Death of Archbishop Lanfranc of Canterbury, whose revenues are then seized for Crown use by William II (William Rufus).


1100 Henry I succeeds to the English throne and issues the Charter of Liberties which confirms the nobility in its traditional freedoms.


1105 Resumption of the armed struggle between Henry I and his brother Robert, duke of Normandy.


1107 The Concordat of London: the papacy concedes substantial control over the Church in England to the English Crown.


1135 Anarchy follows the death of Henry I.






EFFICIENT NORMAN BUREAUCRACY



The Domesday Book, a compilation of land holdings ordered in 1085 by William, records that by this date the native English owned just five percent of their country’s territory, and hardly any of them retained public office. The shires or shares were Anglo-Saxon administrative units, and they were run by the shire reeve, or sheriff, who was accountable to the highly effective central bureaucracy with its sophisticated archival system. Henry I established the treasury. Located in Westminster, it became the heart of government, although the institution evolved out of the central accounting office which the Anglo-Saxon monarchy had run in Winchester. Having seized the governmental structure, the Normans bent it to their own will by staffing it with their own people. A few Englishmen were appointed sheriffs, but after 1075 Normans monopolized the earldoms. There was a similar purge among the senior clergy: by 1096 there was not a single English bishop, and very few abbots were English. Loyal churchmen were crucial to England’s Norman government and this form of episcopal rule represented an English application of William’s methods in Normandy where, personally presiding over synods, he had secured a Church administration notably pliant and free of corruption.





KINGS OF ENGLAND 1016–1154


CNUT THE GREAT


(c.985–1035)


r. 1016–35


HAROLD I


[‘Harold Harefoot’]


(c.1015–40)


r. 1035/37–40


HARTHACNUT


(1020–42)


r. 1040–42


EDWARD THE CONFESSOR


(c.1003–66)


r. 1042–66


HAROLD II


[Harold Godwinson]


(c.1022–66)


r. 1066


WILLIAM I


[‘the Conqueror’]


(c.1027–87)


r. 1066–87


WILLIAM II


[William Rufus]


(1056–1100)


r. 1087–1100


HENRY I


(1068/9–1135)


r. 1100–35


STEPHEN


(1096–1154)


r. 1135–54





WILLIAM II AND ROBERT – QUARRELSOME BROTHERS



The Conqueror’s decision to divide his inheritance between Robert, who became Normandy’s duke, and William Rufus, who became England’s William II in 1087, also divided opinion among the Anglo-Norman nobility. Those who also held lands in Normandy thought that there should be just one ruler for both areas to counter the risk of divided loyalties, especially since the two brothers were notoriously quarrelsome. The rebellion mounted by some of them against Rufus in 1088 aimed at placing Robert on the English throne. This was swiftly suppressed, however, and in 1091 the king invaded Normandy, forcing his brother to yield some of his lands. The two were subsequently reconciled, and when the duke needed money to go on crusade in 1096 he pledged the dukedom to his brother in exchange for a sum of 10,000 marks. This huge sum amounted to about a quarter of the entire annual revenue raised by the English Crown and was paid by William’s imposition of a special tax. William then ruled as regent in Normandy during Robert’s absence which lasted until September 1100, a month after the king’s death.
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