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Foreword

House of Lilies is the story of a family, for that is what a dynasty is. In this case, that family, the Capetians, ruled a kingdom that became a recognizable antecedent of France as it exists today, in no small part due to their efforts over the three and a half centuries from the dynasty’s inception in 987 to its end in 1328. So, this book is about the intertwined histories of this family and of the lands and people that they ruled – or came to rule – during a time of deep and far-reaching changes that shaped much of French and European history right down to the present day. To most readers who did not grow up in France (and to many of them who did) that history is almost entirely unknown, and yet Capetian France not only witnessed but often also originated some of the most recognizable developments of the Middle Ages, including Gothic architecture, crusading, and ‘courtly love’. By the thirteenth century, France was the wealthiest and most prestigious kingdom in Christian Europe, and the Capetians were equally renowned for both their military might and their religious devotion, traits they combined when warring against heretics at home and Muslims abroad.

To a very considerable degree, the Capetians created medieval France. By the dynasty’s end in 1328, the realm looked quintessentially ‘medieval’ in many ways, even if that adjective conjures up nothing more precise than soaring cathedrals, reprehensible religious persecution, and powerful kings, but it certainly did not look like that in 987 or for a long time after. Gothic architecture, with its high, slender columns, pointed arches, and great expanses of coloured glass, developed in their lands in the mid-twelfth century, a few decades after the First Crusade (1096–99) and around the same time that the persecution of heresy began to build up steam. (Yet it was a Capetian king, Robert II, who oversaw the first burning of heretics, in 1022.) Much of the intolerance and superstition that is often associated with the Middle Ages didn’t even really take hold until the turn of the fourteenth century. Nor, even then, did the Church have a stranglehold over people’s imagination or behaviour, particularly as it was itself so often internally riven by political and ideological dissension. But it is probably the serious limitations on the power of the Capetian kings and the uneven hold they had over the varied lands that made up their kingdom, especially in the first century or so of their rule, that is most at odds with modern expectations. So, it is worth taking a little time here at the beginning to explain how the Capetians ruled and how that evolved to more closely resemble the stronger kingship of later times.

When the first Capetian king, Hugh Capet, was elected to the throne toward the end of the tenth century, his kingdom – then more properly called West Francia than France – nominally stretched from Flanders in what is now Belgium all the way across the Pyrenees to Catalonia, an area perhaps slightly larger than France today even considering that it did not include Provence. But the king only had direct control over the royal domain lands, and for a long time these consisted merely of a relatively small slice of land centred on Paris. The rest of the kingdom’s lands were in the hands of great barons like dukes, counts and bishops, who ruled domains often larger or richer than those of the Capetians and acted largely independently of them. Perhaps most famously the dukes of Normandy came to see their obligations to the kings of France as very limited, and for many years the Capetians had no means of disabusing them of this view. But the Norman dukes were not alone, and in addition to these great magnates there were also other lords of various types whose power was not as extensive as that of the great barons but whose interests and influence had to be reckoned with. Over the eleventh century these lesser lords actually became more numerous, so that power in the kingdom became even more fractured.

In the dynasty’s early days, Capetian kingship did not entail giving autocratic commands to be uniformly obeyed everywhere in the realm. Aside from the territorial fragmentation of their kingdom, they did not have a permanent army or administration that would allow them to enforce that kind of dominance. But more importantly they also did not expect to rule by command. They expected – and were expected – to rule through cooperation with the realm’s great lords, by seeking their advice, by making military and marital alliances with them, and by offering them gifts and lands. If cooperation broke down, they went to war, and indeed the early Capetians were almost always at war with one or another of their great barons, especially those whose domains bordered their own. By the early twelfth century, they were often even at war with petty lords who only held a few castles near Paris. Several decades into the twelfth century, a Capetian supporter outlined his theory that there ought to be a hierarchy of power, with the king at the top, the great magnates beneath him, and the magnates’ subjects beneath them, each bound to obey their superior and their superior’s superior – an idea that sounds a little like the ‘feudal pyramid’ that used to be taught in schools. But this was a minority view and an impractical one at that. Practically speaking, powerful people acted in their own self-interest and they often had ties of loyalty to several different individuals, making their political relationships resemble a spaghetti bowl more than a pyramid.

From around 1200, the Capetians became much better able to make people, even powerful people, do what they said. In a few explosive decades between 1190 and 1226, King Philip II and his son Louis VIII annexed many of the great baronies to the royal domain, including Normandy and much of Languedoc. At the same time, the Crown started to develop a permanent bureaucracy staffed by trained administrators, and law was increasingly used as a rationale to convince or coerce people into doing what the Crown wanted. By then, a whole Christian mythos had developed around the Capetians, associating them with the crusade, with particular saints, and with special objects of supernatural power. It was even believed that the kings had a miraculously healing touch. This imbued their rule with an aura of divine approval that was hard for opponents to gainsay. Yet, even then and long after, the realm remained a patchwork of lordships of various strengths and sizes with varying obligations toward the Crown, and, if the later Capetians ruled in a more autocratic style than their forebears, their efforts to move too far beyond the old cooperative model of power-sharing ran into stiff resistance and even outright rebellion. The last Capetians kings, who died in such disastrously quick succession as to seem cursed, discovered this to their dismay.

Those last Capetians, a trio of ill-fated brothers afflicted with adulterous wives and mysterious ailments, point to another common characteristic of the dynasty’s rule. That is, the importance of personality and personal relationships. Until the dynasty ended with the untimely and heirless deaths of those brothers, the Capetians had had an extraordinarily lucky run, having passed the Crown from father to son in an unbroken line for twelve generations. But, like all medieval dynasties, their power was embodied in the physical person of the king and passed on through marriage and reproduction. The personal was therefore political. The unhappiness of a marriage, the tensions between a parent and a child, or the rivalry between siblings, all such dynamics could have fateful implications for the future of the kingdom. A disgruntled younger brother or a divorce (in the earlier centuries when it was possible) might scramble alliances or lead to war, while the friendship between two young men might make peace between their nations. A king’s temperament and his relationships determined much about his rule, and this was as true in the fourteenth century when the dynasty ended as it was in the tenth when it began.

The importance of the family as the centre of royal power also meant that women played key roles in politics. Some of these roles, it is true, were passive and probably unpleasant, especially for young royal women. They were used as pawns to seal marriage alliances, often in faraway places at very early ages to much older men whom they had never met, and as vessels to bear children, sometimes very close together and sometimes to their death, the fatality rate of medieval childbirth being what it was. But once she had married and produced an heir, and sometimes even before, a royal woman often had an active and influential role in affairs of state. These women appear in almost every chapter of this book, as queens sharing (or even contesting) their husband’s power, as regents ruling on behalf of their sons, and as lords governing their own lands. These were literate and highly cultured women, too, whose patronage lies behind some of the most important artistic achievements of Capetian France, including one of the first Gothic churches and the spectacular Sainte-Chapelle in Paris. Unlike most European kingdoms, France never had a ruling queen, but it was profoundly shaped by the women of the Capetian dynasty.

Although royal power was personal, it is hard, and can be deemed unwise, to try to access personalities and personal relationships across the centuries that separate historians from their subjects. After all, we can never sit down with Philip II and ask him how he felt when Richard the Lionheart rejected his sister, or why he couldn’t even be in the same room as his second wife. Even those sources that do describe how someone was thinking or feeling, like the chronicle that tells us of Louis IX’s bottomless guilt over his failed crusade, are reporting at a remove and for their own reasons. But to disregard historical people’s humanity and interior lives altogether would be irresponsible, as well as make for dry reading. We know that they, like us, had thoughts and feelings that shaped their actions, though these might have been quite different from those we would expect today. Getting to know the Capetians as human beings and following their family’s fortunes over centuries of enormous upheaval reinforced for me as a historian how important it is not to lose sight of individual lives in the broad sweep of historical change. It has also been enormous fun for me to write, and I hope it will be equally enjoyable for you to read.

A Note on Names

I have tried to pare back the profusion of identically named people, especially in the early period, by using different versions of the same name. At the time, these were often used interchangeably anyway. For example, a woman called Adelheid by speakers of Germanic languages in the tenth or eleventh century might be called Adela in Latin or Old French. I have generally anglicized names where English equivalents exist and it does not seem too jarring to do so.

The French kings were sometimes referred to by number even in the Middle Ages, a system that counts forward from the Carolingian dynasty that preceded the Capetians. The most important Carolingian, Charlemagne or Charles the Great (r. 768–814), counts as Charles I, his son Louis as Louis I, and so on. There had been five Carolingian rulers named Louis before the first Capetian Louis was crowned in 1108, thus making him Louis VI. Almost all the Capetian kings have nicknames, like Louis the Fat, Louis the Lion, or Philip the Fair, most of which were current in their own lifetimes or soon thereafter. In French it is more usual to use the nickname than the number, but I have distinguished each king with the same name by number in the text to avoid confusion.

A Note on Places

Much of the modern political geography of Europe was firmed up over the period of this book, so that, by the fourteenth century, many names and borders were roughly the same as those that exist today. But in the tenth century, when this book begins, those transformations were still to come. This makes talking about ‘France’ rather than ‘West Francia’ anachronistic at first, a problem I discuss in the Prologue. Much of what is now known as Germany was called the kingdom of the Romans and made up the most important element of what from the turn of the thirteenth century was called the Holy Roman Empire. For the sake of clarity, I call these lands Germany and the western or German empire. For the eastern empire, seated at Constantinople, I use the term Byzantium, though its inhabitants thought of themselves as Romans.

The names of French regions often have adjectival forms that are not intuitively identifiable for an anglophone reader. I have noted these in the text at first usage, but, for the record, people and things from the county of Blois are Blesois; those from Champagne are Champenois; and those from the Languedoc region are Occitan. A special case is Anjou, whose adjectival form is Angevin. This, however, may be confusing for readers used to thinking of the Angevins as a dynasty of English kings. I follow the usage of most medieval historians of France in referring to that English dynasty as the Plantagenets and avoiding the term Angevin except in relation to the county of Anjou and to the thirteenth-century Capetian prince Charles of Anjou and his descendants. It is also useful to know that Burgundy can refer to a kingdom, which overlapped with what is now Provence, a duchy, roughly coterminous with the modern French region, and a county, which we now usually call Franche-Comté. I specify which Burgundy I mean where there is any ambiguity.

A Note on Money

The circulation of money in the form of precious metal coins was in relatively short supply at the beginning of the Capetian period. Coins became much more abundant from the twelfth century onward. Most great French lords, bishops, and some cities could mint their own coins, meaning that a variety of different currencies with coins of different weight and value were in circulation. Capetian coinage began with the issue of silver pennies (deniers). By the thirteenth century, a variety of Capetian-issued coins of higher value were in circulation, but values were expressed in one of two French currencies: the pound Parisian (livre parisis) or the pound of Tours (livre tournois), with their lower denominations of shillings (sous) and pennies (deniers). One pound was worth twenty shillings, and one shilling was worth twelve pennies. Tournois money was worth 20 per cent less than its Parisian equivalent, that is, 4 livres parisis equalled 5 livres tournois. Large sums, such as those paid for ransoms, dowries, and diplomatic deals, were usually denominated in silver marks, which was a measure of bullion weight, not currency. At the time of Philip Augustus’s death in 1223, a mark was worth 2 livres tournois or 1 livre, 12 sous parisis.




Prologue:Sweet France


There stood a throne of finest beaten gold
 Here seated is the king who rules sweet France
 His beard is white, his hair is shot with grey
 His body is well formed, his features proud
 No one would need to have him pointed out



This is how The Song of Roland, one of the greatest poems of the Middle Ages, introduces the king of France.1 The poem was probably composed around the year 1100, when the nucleus of what is now France had been ruled for over a century by a dynasty that we now call the Capetians. Written in Old French and meant to be performed aloud before a noble audience, The Song of Roland bristles with references to the weapons and armour, fighting tactics, and chivalric courtesies common at the turn of the twelfth century and tells a story of warfare between Christians and Muslims that would have resonated with those who lived around the time of the First Crusade (1096–99), when Capetian France first staked its claim as a crusading nation. The poem even includes some characters who seem based on near contemporary figures, like Count Geoffrey of Anjou, whose territorial ambitions and marital mistakes feature in Chapter 3, and ‘Old Richard of Normandy’, perhaps the Norman Duke Richard I or II, whose alliances with the early Capetian kings appear in Chapters 1 and 2.

But the poem’s white-bearded and well-formed man sitting upon a golden throne is not a Capetian king. The story is set some three centuries earlier in a golden age when a king called Charles ruled lands that encompassed most of western Europe, stretching from the shores of Catalonia to the forests of Saxony and including most of northern Italy besides. Much of this he had won by conquest, earning him the moniker Charles the Great, Karolus magnus in Latin, a title soon so identified with the man that it became part of his name: Charlemagne. So great in fact was Charlemagne’s power and so fearsome his reputation, that on Christmas day 800 the pope crowned him emperor, an office that had ceased to exist in western Europe after the collapse of the western Roman Empire in the late fifth century. Charlemagne’s fame reverberated down the medieval centuries, especially in France, where his legacy, as we will see, was a celebrated but complicated one for the Capetian kings who followed him. Even today Charlemagne is thought of as the Father of Europe in some quarters, and his mounted statue stands before the cathedral of Notre-Dame in Paris. It is Charlemagne whom The Song of Roland places on that ‘throne of finest beaten gold’.

Charlemagne’s realm was quite different from the French kingdom ruled by the Capetians when the poem was composed, let alone the France of our own day. The heartland of Charlemagne’s empire encompassed some of what is now France and Germany, as well as the Low Countries in between, but in his time it was all just called Francia (see map, p. xxv). Francia had grown out of the kingdoms established by the peoples who had migrated west from the Eurasian steppes in the waning days of the Roman Empire. One of these groups, who called themselves Franks, meaning the free or the fierce, settled in what is today Belgium and northern France, territory they later expanded greatly by conquering lands to the south and west.2 By the late fifth century, the Franks had acquired a line of kings called Merovingians (after their founder Merovech), and around the year 500 the pagan Merovingians became Christian when King Clovis accepted baptism in the cathedral at Reims, an event endlessly memorialized by his Capetian successors. (Today a stone in the cathedral floor marks the supposed site of the baptism.) Known for their long hair, exotic treasures, and violent family feuds, the Merovingian kings ruled Francia until their eclipse in the early eighth century, when Charlemagne’s family began its rise.

[image: A map of present-day France depicts Frankish heartlands in the north, Merovingian conquests in the south and the west, Carolingian conquests in the northern tip, southwest, east and southeast, the extent of the Visigothic kingdom of Toulouse in 507 and the boundaries of the empire in 814.]
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Frankish aristocrats who served the Merovingian kings as ‘mayors of the palace’, Charlemagne’s forefathers increasingly governed Francia in fact, if not in name, until Charlemagne’s father deposed the last Merovingian in 751, establishing a new dynasty that we call the Carolingians. Charlemagne, who reigned from 768 to 814, combined his astonishing record of military conquest with a knack for innovative governmental experimentation that has shaped European political life down to the present day.3 Since he could not personally govern the diverse sprawl of territories that he had annexed to Francia, he adopted the long-standing division of the realm into regions each ruled by a nobleman called a count (from the Latin word comes, meaning a trustworthy companion). Charlemagne’s counts were supervised by men sent out to keep them accountable, and they could be reassigned or recalled in case of rebellion or ineptitude. But, as time went on and the empire lost coherence under Charlemagne’s successors, ‘counties’ tended to become inherited possessions belonging to great aristocratic families who ruled them quasi-independently.

When the ancestors of the first Capetian kings emerged at the beginning of the tenth century the outlines of the organization that Charlemagne had imposed upon Francia and the rest of his empire were still discernible, but invasion and civil war had profoundly reshaped the Frankish kingdom. The Viking attacks that began in the 790s had increased in intensity from the 840s, and by the end of the century Norse ships were an almost continuous presence on the River Seine. Meanwhile, Hungarians threatened the eastern frontier and raided as far west as Iberia, while Arab forces harried settlements from their base on the Provençal coast of the Mediterranean. The realm itself had fractured. In 843 Charlemagne’s grandsons accepted a tripartite division of the empire in order to end their civil war. The youngest grandson, Charles II the Bald, had taken West Francia, a kingdom that covered most of what is now France. The middle grandson had taken East Francia, comprising most of modern Germany and Austria, while the eldest brother accepted the lands in between. This middle kingdom was soon re-absorbed and the empire briefly reunited under Charlemagne’s great-grandson Charles III the Fat, but his abdication in 887–8 led to the definitive division of Francia into East and West.

Carolingian rule continued in East Francia until the line failed in the early tenth century and was replaced by a new dynasty called the Ottonians (because most of them were named Otto), while in West Francia Carolingian kings traded the West Frankish Crown back and forth with a family known as the Robertians (after their founder Robert the Strong) until 987 when a Robertian named Hugh was elected king. Later chroniclers gave Hugh the nickname ‘Capet’, a sobriquet that had actually belonged to his father, Hugh the Great, either because he was known for wearing a short cape or because of his association with the church of Tours, whose patron saint had famously given his cloak (cappa) to a beggar.4 The Carolingians never regained the throne, and West Francia gradually became known simply as Francia (in Latin) and then as France (in French), though for a long time usage was variable and ‘France’ was often used to refer only to the royal heartlands around Paris (the Île-de-France).5 Hugh Capet’s descendants were to rule this realm in an unbroken line of succession from father to son for the next three centuries and via closely related successor dynasties for another four and a half centuries after that.

Because Hugh’s election is now seen as a watershed moment, from which we trace such a long line of direct father-to-son succession, the dynasty’s name derives from his (supposed) nickname, rather than being viewed as a continuation of its Robertian predecessors. It is true, though, that the distinction is an artificial one, and in fact the Capetian name is an invention of the French Revolution, not the Middle Ages. It dates to 1793, when a surname for the royal family was invented to make them seem more like ordinary people and Louis XVI was sent to the guillotine as ‘citizen Louis Capet’. For a while, the French word capétien became a term of abuse for anything that smacked of pre-Revolutionary decadence, though now it simply designates the medieval dynasty that is the subject of this book.6

By the time Louis XVI lost his head, France and the francophone world had become much larger than the West Francia of Hugh Capet’s day. While Hugh knew that the Earth was round, he and his Capetian successors would have been amazed by the way that French domains had stretched not just beyond West Francia but across seas they had never heard of to lands they had never imagined. Or perhaps they would only have nodded and smiled, for the Capetians were men and women of expansive vision and unbridled ambition. They thought of themselves and their nation as chosen by God to fulfil a great destiny. If they were undoubtedly mistaken in their assumptions and often merciless in their methods, their results were extraordinary. From an insecure foothold around Paris, they built a nation that stretched from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean and from the Rhône river to the Pyrenees mountains, and created the myths and symbols of a most holy monarchy: the Oriflamme banner (said to be Charlemagne’s own) that flew above their armies, a miraculously healing royal touch that cured scrofula-ridden subjects, and the fleur-de-lys emblem of a three-petalled lily that adorned not only their castles and their carriages but even the clothing worn by the recipients of their alms.

By 1300, Capetian France was not only the most powerful kingdom in Christendom but also the most prestigious. Building on a tradition of pious works and the persecution of non-believers, Capetian kings were known as the ‘Most Christian’ and France was proclaimed a new Jerusalem. They and their counsellors developed political ideas and instituted practices of government that endured until the Revolution. Even today, the Capetians’ imprint remains visible in myriad ways, from France’s reputation as a land of love and chivalry to its close but complicated relationship with neighbouring England, to the ongoing struggle to decide how religious belief and political practice ought (not) to intersect. It was the Capetians who made the Languedoc French, even if it remains also proudly Occitan, and they who wrenched Normandy and Poitou from English hands. It was they who transformed muddy Paris into a splendid metropole and they who are responsible for some of the city’s most cherished tourist attractions, including the Sainte-Chapelle and the Louvre. In many senses, ‘sweet’ France was the Capetians’ creation and those who love it are simply heirs to their legacy.




Part One



CHARLEMAGNE’S LONG SHADOW
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(987–1108)





Simplified Capetian family tree, 987–1108
[image: A simplified Capetian family tree with five generations from 987 to 1108. Hugh Capet’s son was Robert the Second the Pious, whose son was Henry the First. Henry the First’s son was Philip the First, whose son was Louis the Sixth.]
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The Rise of the Robertians:Hugh Capet

When the fourteenth-century Italian poet Dante recounted his allegorical journey through Purgatory, he told of encountering a man crying out to Saint Mary and weeping ‘as a woman giving birth will do’. The tormented soul praised the virgin saint for her poverty and then went on to extol Saint Nicholas for his generosity, lamenting the avarice that had condemned him to his post-mortem place of punishment. Intrigued, Dante asked the poor man who he had been while he still drew breath. ‘I was called Hugh Capet back there,’ he said. ‘From me are born the Philips and Louis by whom France in recent times is ruled. I was the son of a Parisian butcher; when the old kings had died out … I found grasped in my hands the reins of the kingdom’s government.’1 The Hugh Capet of Dante’s poem then decries his descendants’ recent military adventures in Italy and predicts even worse to come from the house of the lilies.

A polemical reflection on the Italian politics of his own day rather than an accurate record of tenth-century Frankish history, Dante’s account garbles the Capetian dynasty’s origins, perhaps purposefully. When Hugh ‘of the short cloak’ acceded to the throne of West Francia in 987, it was not because the previous line of Carolingian kings had died out and the Crown had somehow fallen into his lap. Rather, Hugh had been unanimously elected to the position by his peers in preference to a Carolingian claimant after careful machinations by people more interested in the survival of the imperial dynasty in what is now Germany than in the founding of a new royal dynasty in what is now France. Few of Hugh’s contemporaries would have considered his coronation a watershed moment, for, far from being the son of a Parisian butcher, Hugh was not even the first of his line to be crowned king of West Francia. That title belonged to his great-uncle Odo, who became king in 888 after the Carolingian Charles the Fat abdicated due to ill health, not to mention his ignominious failure to deal with Viking attacks. Since then, Odo’s descendants, known now as the Robertians after Odo’s father Robert the Strong, had traded the throne back and forth with the West Frankish branch of the Carolingians (see figure, p. 5).2 Closely related by ties of blood and marriage, the Robertians and Carolingians had cooperated as much as they competed, and many in 987 must have thought this arrangement set to continue.

It is true that Odo’s brother Robert had deposed the Carolingian Charles the Simple in 922, and when this Charles then killed Robert in battle the following year, Robert’s son-in-law Raoul succeeded him. Yet, when Raoul died in 936, Robert’s son (the brother of Raoul’s wife) Hugh the Great engineered the succession of Charles the Simple’s son Louis IV and served as his right-hand man. In return, Louis supported Hugh’s adoption of the magnificent title ‘Duke of the Franks’. Although Louis eventually shook off Hugh’s tutelage and Hugh later went to war against him and even imprisoned him, the two men had reasons for friendship as well as enmity. Each had married a sister of the powerful German King Otto I of Saxony, who had been crowned Western Emperor in 962. The elder princess bore Louis a son named Lothar, and her younger sister bore to Hugh the Great a son called Hugh Capet.3

These boys were both in their mid-teens and still considered minors when they lost their fathers in the mid-950s. Their mothers ruled in their stead for a few years, an arrangement not unusual for women of high birth in a period when politics was a family affair. When problems arose, Otto sent their brother, who was the Archbishop of Cologne, to calm things down, but, with the exception of a quarrel over possession of the duchy of Burgundy in central France, the cousins and their mothers got along well enough at first. It was Hugh the Great who helped to guarantee Lothar’s succession in 954, and when Hugh Capet’s minority ended with his mother’s death in 960, Lothar granted him his father’s title Duke of the Franks in exchange for his oath of fidelity. Hugh distinguished himself in the military arts, a Robertian tradition, and Lothar made him his general in the war he declared against the Empire in 978.4


West Frankish Carolingians, Robertians, Capetians
[image: The family trees of Charles the Bald and Robert the Strong. The descendant of Charles the Bald after multiple generations was Louis the Fifth, who reigned between 986 and 987. The descendant of Robert the Strong after multiple generations was Robert the Second, who reigned between 996 and 1031.]

The casus belli was Lothar’s claim to the old Carolingian territory of Lotharingia or Lorraine, lands that caused as much conflict in the ninth and tenth centuries as they were to do in the nineteenth and twentieth.5 Lotharingia corresponded to the ‘middle kingdom’ sandwiched between East and West Francia when Charlemagne’s three grandsons divided up his lands in 843, but it was now under German rulership. Lothar, whose very name advertised his family’s territorial ambitions, had claims to Lotharingia not only on his father’s side but also because his mother had property there from her first marriage to its previous duke. Otto I, far too strong a ruler to gainsay, had kept West Francia and his nephews under close supervision during his lifetime, but his death in 973 tempted Lothar to try to reclaim these lands from the emperor’s inexperienced successor Otto II.

The Lotharingian affair set off a chain reaction that was to culminate in the extinction of Lothar’s line in favour of Hugh’s, but at first the adventure seemed likely to draw the cousins closer together rather than tear them apart. With Hugh at his side, Lothar led an army said to be 20,000 strong against the young emperor Otto II, forcing him and his pregnant wife to flee the imperial palace at Aachen built by Charlemagne. Leaving no doubts as to their intentions, Hugh and Lothar had their soldiers scale the palace roof and move the bronze imperial eagle atop it to face east, toward the Ottonian dynasty’s homeland in Saxony, rather than west toward Lothar’s kingdom, where Otto I had placed it years before as a sign of his expansive ambitions.6 When Otto II answered this attack with an invasion of West Francia the next year, penetrating as far as the hills above Paris, Lothar chased him back to Germany and cut his rearguard to pieces as they fought to ford the River Aisne.

It was this victory that caused the cousins’ alliance to unravel. Lothar had no doubt noticed that he alone had triumphed at the Aisne with no any contribution from Hugh’s celebrated soldiering, and with so little of substance achieved by this war, the Carolingian must have begun to wonder whether Otto II might not make a better friend than enemy. When Hugh caught wind of secret negotiations between Lothar and Otto, he arranged a secret meeting of his own with Otto in Rome, the news of which inevitably made it back to Lothar and his powerful wife, Emma. They sent men seeking to capture Hugh in the Alpine passes, and he had to make the return journey to Francia in disguise.7

Any possibility for a reconciliation collapsed at the end of 983 with Otto II’s premature death, blamed by the imaginative chronicler Richer on an exceptionally bad case of haemorrhoids.8 The late emperor left behind what looked like prey for the aspiring princes: a three-year-old son, also named Otto, and a young widow named Theophano. Lothar, Hugh, and an Ottonian prince evocatively known as Henry the Quarreller fought over who should take charge of the boy and his empire, but the Empress Theophano was not a woman to be taken lightly. Unlike her late husband, son of an ambitious prince who had risen to an imperial diadem through a combination of luck and skill, she was a princess of Byzantium, the eastern half of the Roman Empire that would continue uninterrupted for a millennium after the fall of its Western counterpart. Nor was it birth alone that distinguished Theophano, for she was also a political strategist of the highest order.9 Only a few months into her widowhood, she had gained full authority over her little son, to Hugh and Lothar’s dismay. But Lothar, still seeking control over his ancestral lands, pressed his claim by capturing the city of Verdun, the Ottonian’s westernmost possession in Lotharingia.

Lothar probably just meant to test Theophano’s mettle, but this act of provocation made him enemies that proved fatal to his lineage. The Verdun incident exacerbated Hugh Capet’s growing disaffection toward Lothar because the city lay in Hugh’s sister’s lands and her son was captured in the attack. It also alienated the archbishop of the ancient and holy city of Reims, a man named Adalbero, who, like most medieval bishops, was as much a creature of politics as he was a man of God. Archbishop Adalbero had been serving as Lothar’s chancellor but, unfortunately for Lothar, Adalbero’s brother was the Count of Verdun, ruling it on the Ottonians’ behalf. Adalbero himself owed his own prestigious and lucrative career to the Ottos, as did his friend and protégé Gerbert of Aurillac, a monk, polymathic scholar, and future pope, who was at that time teaching in the nearby city of Laon. Keen to demonstrate their loyalty to Theophano and her son, Adalbero and Gerbert began to consider Hugh Capet an interesting alternative to the perfidious Lothar. Hugh was, after all, a better soldier than Lothar and wealthier too, as well as less threatening to Ottonian interests. As Gerbert wrote in 985, Lothar might be king in name, but Hugh was king ‘in acts and in fact’.10

The clerics’ nascent plans for Lothar’s downfall were pre-empted by his unexpected death in March 986, aged just forty-four. His passing opened the way for a rapprochement between his line and its Ottonian and Robertian relatives, but his heir, a nineteen-year-old boy named Louis, had neither the time nor the temperament to effect it. The last Carolingian to rule West Francia, Louis V reigned for little more than a year, leaving no legacy beyond criticisms of his character. The monk Gerbert scathingly described him as ‘a person most disturbing to his friends but not very disturbing to his destructive enemies’, while the chronicler Richer complained of the young king’s lax morals and the strange clothes he adopted during his unhappy and short-lived marriage to a southern countess.11 Even Louis’s own mother, Queen Emma, disliked him, calling him an ‘enemy’ in her letters and seeking protection against him from the Ottonians – and from Hugh Capet.12 Admittedly, these witnesses are not the most impartial, for the adolescent king spent his short reign waging war against their friends and allies, going so far as to attack Adalbero’s see at Reims and to imprison Queen Emma for her Ottonian sympathies. Luckily for them all, on 21 May 987, Louis slipped while hunting in the ancient forest near the city of Compiègne, about 50 miles northeast of Paris, sustaining internal injuries from which he died the next day.

Louis’s death handed Archbishop Adalbero an unexpected opportunity to mould the realm’s future. The young king had come to Compiègne not only for the excellent hunting to be had in the forests that surrounded it, an amenity that had attracted royalty for centuries, but also because he had summoned Adalbero there to answer for his alleged treasons. These were rumoured to include not only collusion with Theophano against Lothar but also favouring an adulterous affair between Adalbero’s nephew and namesake the Bishop of Laon and Louis’s mother, Emma. These charges died with Louis, allowing Adalbero and Hugh to summon the realm’s great men to a meeting at the nearby city of Senlis a week later, near the end of May 987, to choose a new king, for Louis had left no children behind to inherit his throne.13 Only his uncle, Duke Charles of Lorraine, remained to carry on the West Frankish line of Carolingian kings.

Charles of Lorraine felt that he was the obvious choice and said as much, but there was as yet no undisputed hereditary right to the West Frankish throne nor any inviolable principle of patrilineality or primogeniture among great families. The past century had shown the importance of blood, but it had also demonstrated that kingship might not follow a direct line of descent. Although kings were drawn from a very small pool of princely families – despite Dante’s claim, Parisian butchers were not in the running – leadership qualities and diplomatic advantages carried considerable weight with the dukes and counts, bishops and abbots who gathered in the royal audience hall in Senlis to cast their votes.

With Hugh presiding over the assembly as Duke of the Franks, Adalbero reminded the princes at Senlis that high birth was a necessary but insufficient condition for coronation. In a stirring speech that owed some of its flourish to borrowings from classical Roman authors, he asserted the principle that ‘a kingdom cannot be acquired by hereditary right’.14 A man’s wisdom, loyalty, and greatness of spirit should count as much as his lineage. He rubbished Charles of Lorraine as a wicked and faithless man, who had not only disregarded the loyalty he owed to Emperor Otto but also married a woman far beneath him. Her relatives, he claimed, were unworthy even to help Charles onto his horse. By contrast, Adalbero praised Hugh Capet as a man ‘famed for his deeds, his nobility, and his wealth’, capable of protecting both the kingdom’s interests and those private concerns of the great men gathered before him.

Whatever deliberations there were cannot have lasted long. The chronicler Richer reports that Hugh’s election was unanimous. On 1 June 987, Adalbero crowned Hugh at Noyon, the site of Charlemagne’s coronation as king of the Franks in 768, and from there they made their way to Reims where, on 3 July, Hugh was anointed with the heavenly chrism reserved for the kings of West Francia in the cathedral where Clovis, the first Christian king of the Franks, had been baptised almost half a millennium before.15

Through these ceremonies freighted with symbolism and history, Adalbero inaugurated the line of kings that would rule France for the next eleven generations, a feat unmatched by any other royal dynasty of the European Middle Ages (and the reason that the line takes its name from him rather than his Robertian forefathers), but one that seems all the more surprising in light of the archbishop’s flat denial of hereditary right at Senlis. In truth, Adalbero was overstating his case. The Robertians themselves had favoured the succession of their first-born sons since King Odo’s time, and Hugh himself moved quickly to ensure his own son Robert’s position as his heir to the throne.16 First, he had him crowned as junior king just after Christmas 987, a common practice known as associative kingship that was to endure in France for another two centuries.17 Then, Hugh began the hunt for a queen appropriate to his son’s newly exalted status.

A good match was vital. Ideally, it would add lands and alliances to the dynastic portfolio, enhance the family’s prestige, and introduce a skilled political operator to its team. A mésalliance like that made by Charles of Lorraine, on the other hand, could doom dynastic ambitions. The Robertians had been careful to marry well, sometimes above their station, as with Hugh the Great’s marriage to Emperor Otto I’s sister. Hugh Capet’s own marriage, to the Duke of Aquitaine’s daughter Adela, had brought him a partner in power. He spoke of Adela as ‘the companion and sharer of our realm’ (sociam et participem nostri regni) and entrusted her with diplomatic missions to the imperial court.18 For his son Robert, Hugh harboured stratospheric ambitions. He ordered Gerbert, now his chancellor, to compose a hopeful letter to Constantinople requesting the hand of an imperial princess.19 This effort came to nothing, though Hugh soon managed to secure Robert a royal bride, the widowed countess of Flanders, Rozala-Suzanne, daughter of the king of Italy.20 Robert, however, left her soon after. He thought her too old for his young blood – the same ground on which Louis V’s marriage to another widowed countess had foundered – but the attempt perhaps reflects a fatherly effort to give this untested teenager not only a well-born wife but also an experienced consort, a woman who could help him as Adela did Hugh, or even take up the reins of power herself if necessary, as Hugh’s own mother had done.

These precautions on Robert’s behalf highlight the insecurity of Hugh’s position. Duke Charles of Lorraine, still smarting from his rejection at Senlis, was not without supporters, especially in the rich and strategic northeast corner of the kingdom around Reims and Laon, far from Hugh’s own powerbase southwest of Paris near Tours and Orléans. Hugh’s ascendance provoked them to war. In 988, Charles occupied Laon aided by the townspeople and by old King Lothar’s bastard son Arnulf, who was ineligible for the succession on account of both his illegitimate birth and his clerical profession. (The clergy were not supposed to hold lay offices.) Hapless Queen Emma, only recently restored to liberty by her unmourned son’s death, now found herself imprisoned by Charles, and her alleged lover the Bishop of Laon, captured at the same time, had to escape under cover of night by rappelling down the city’s towering walls.

Hugh’s army besieged the city, but Laon’s position on a plateau high above their camp on the plain below prevented them from bringing their iron-plated battering ram anywhere near its gates. When the townsmen sallied out to rout his wine-addled troops after a long and fruitless summer campaign, Hugh abandoned the siege and tried subtler means. Seeking to seduce Lothar’s bastard Arnulf away from his uncle’s side, Hugh arranged for him to become Archbishop of Reims when Adalbero died in 989. (This move inflicted much shock and surprise upon Gerbert, who had expected the honour and even written his acceptance speech.) But Arnulf showed no gratitude and promptly handed Reims over to Charles and his pillaging soldiers, who burned the town and raped the townswomen. Not until 991, when the Bishop of Laon returned to the city under peaceful pretexts, only to arrest Charles and Arnulf and call in Hugh and his soldiers, did the Carolingian threat abate. Imprisoned at Orléans, Charles of Lorraine then simply disappeared from history. The Frankish bishops deposed his accomplice Arnulf, and his see was finally awarded to the long-suffering Gerbert.

But peace could not last long in a kingdom as fragmented as West Francia. The chronicler Richer’s intimidatingly long list of Hugh’s subjects included not only the Gauls, who lived in what is now northern and central France, but also the Bretons, the Normans, the Aquitainians, the Goths (meaning Catalans), the Spanish, and the Gascons, a hail of names meant to impress the reader with Hugh’s power, but which tells us nothing about the real extent of his authority.21 In fact, with the partial exception of the Gauls, Hugh had only the most nominal sway over these peoples, whose laws, customs, and languages were different from his own, and whose lands sprawled over a territory that extended across the Pyrenean mountains, far into the Iberian peninsula (see map, p. 14). Charlemagne had assembled and ruled this vast and varied realm through his characteristic mixture of military and administrative genius, but his reign was a momentary exception to the normal pattern of medieval power, which was dispersed among great regional princes rather than concentrated in the hands of a king. In these centuries, a king did not rule by fiat. Despite the holy ceremonies of crowning and anointing that marked him out from other princes, a king’s status was essentially that of first among equals. He ruled – to the extent that he ruled – through making alliances where he found friends and war where he found enemies.

The king’s limited authority and the great princes’ liberty of action can seem surprisingly chaotic to us because we are used to strong, centralized states and imagine the much more autocratic kings of much later centuries, but there was nothing inherently ‘wrong’ with the way power in Hugh’s day was divided among many holders and brokered through violence or compromise. People at the time thought it normal, even if they sometimes complained about its more dysfunctional elements. (We do the same about our own political arrangements today.) There were advantages to having power concentrated locally and exercised flexibly, without the encumbrances of later developments like ideology and bureaucracy, especially if you were powerful or under the protection of someone powerful. Although war was frequent, consensus and consultation were the principal ideals underpinning the political order.22

But it is certainly also true that the two centuries since Charlemagne’s reign had seen some exceptionally difficult developments that reinforced the fragmentation of power and reduced the kingdom’s coherence. Partly as a consequence of wars among Charlemagne’s heirs, the counties into which he had divided his empire had evolved into territories held by families who considered them their personal property. Counts sometimes opposed – or often just ignored – supposedly superior authorities like kings and dukes, whom they regarded essentially as equals. And because the West Frankish peoples had been left to fend for themselves against invasions by Vikings, Hungarians, and Arabs for much of the ninth and tenth centuries, the population had gradually lost any meaningful sense of belonging to a larger political community.

So, the kingdom of West Francia at the time Hugh came to rule it was not a strong state with neat borders and a hierarchical political system with Hugh at the top. It was simply a loose confederation of semi-autonomous territories dominated by men and women jockeying for power. Only too recently, Hugh himself had been just one of these men, frantically shoring up the Robertian inheritances by sword and fire, brokering alliances where he could and abandoning them when they no longer served. That Archbishop Adalbero had anointed his head and set a crown atop it had transformed him from a duke to a king. It had not transformed the geopolitics of his kingdom nor the cut-throat competition among its princes. As his rivals saw it, Hugh’s victory over Charles of Lorraine had simply shifted the balance of power too much in his favour. Countermeasures would have to be taken.

Chief among Hugh’s adversaries was Count Odo of Blois. Odo’s lands in western France lay between Hugh’s and those of Hugh’s chief ally, Count Fulk Nerra (the Black) of Anjou, a figure of legend even in his own time for his furious temper, merciless soldiering, and extravagant piety.23 Fulk’s family had long sought to limit the House of Blois’s expansion on the eastern borders of Anjou. Hugh, too, saw the wisdom of opposing Blois, for the family had taken advantage of Hugh’s minority to increase its holdings south and east of Paris, squeezing the Robertian lands that lay almost encircled in its midst. Odo had sporadically supported Charles of Lorraine, and his first move after Charles’s defeat was to occupy the strategic castle of Melun on the River Seine south of Paris, wheedling its guardian into handing it over. Hugh recaptured the castle with the aid of Duke Richard of Normandy, who sent his sailors, descendants of the Vikings who had settled in the territory and whom Richer simply calls pirates, down the Seine to assail the island fortress. The treasonous guardian was executed and his wife was left hanging upside down beside him, a shameful death made more so by the way her dress dropped down over her face, revealing everything to the soldiers and sailors looking on.24

[image: A map of Western Europe depicts that the royal domain of France at the time of Hugh Capet includes a portion of present-day northern France. The domain included Paris, Senlis and a portion of the Seine River.]
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Fulk Nerra now played his part, harrying Odo’s lands over the next year until he was forced to reconcile with the king. But Odo, almost as devious as Fulk himself, was merely biding his time. In 993 he went for broke. With the turncoat Bishop of Laon’s help, Odo sought to rid West Francia of the Robertians altogether and to make himself Duke of the Franks. He reminded Emperor Otto III that the West Frankish realm was historically part of the Empire and might rightly be considered the Ottonian’s patrimony. Now bereft of his mother, Theophano, thirteen-year-old Otto looked for guidance from his grandmother, the dowager-empress Adelheid. One of the tenth century’s most powerful women, Adelheid had ruled alongside Otto I in his heyday and remembered a time when resurrecting Charlemagne’s empire seemed a realistic hope. She was also the aunt of Odo’s wife, Bertha, and sympathetic to the House of Blois’s interests. Richer’s chronicle claims that, with the connivance of Odo and the Bishop of Laon, Otto invited Hugh and Robert to Germany to attend a council of bishops, planning to kill them at the border and annex West Francia for himself.25

This tale is false: Richer erred in associating this plot with the bishops’ council, which took place two years later.26 But, while not factually correct, the story accurately reflects the entanglement of Church policies and royal politics in Hugh’s kingdom. The Frankish bishops’ deposition of Arnulf from the see of Reims in favour of Gerbert had set off an ecclesiastical firestorm. The pope had not approved it, or, at any rate, the bribes brought to him by Arnulf’s supporters were more impressive than those that Hugh and Gerbert’s messengers had to offer. The Frankish bishops stridently asserted their autonomy from papal interference in these local matters, but Otto and his grandmother seemed to support the pope’s interpretation. This not only offended the Frankish bishops, but also antagonized Hugh, who rightly saw it as an effort to assert Ottonian authority in his kingdom and an attack on his fragile reign’s most solid supporters.

These bishops, all born into great families like Hugh’s own, were powerful men, every bit as powerful as the counts and dukes for whom they prayed and composed letters. Although barred by their profession from marriage and the lucrative alliances it might create, they nevertheless possessed great expanses of land and the people who laboured on them. What is more, they controlled the sacred rituals and objects – crown, chrism, ring, sword, and sceptre – that made a king. Hugh repaid them with his support against outside enemies like the pope and the emperor, as well as internal rivals, like the great monastery of Saint-Denis whose monks riled up their subjects against the bishops when they came to interfere in monastic business. Breaking into the hall where the bishops and the monks argued over who should pocket Saint-Denis’s tithes (the 10 per cent tax collected on the harvest), the monks’ people chased the bishops into the street where they axed the Archbishop of Sens in the back and rolled him in the mud – somehow he survived. Another bishop was so frightened that he ran back to Paris, leaving his dinner steaming on the table.27

This fracas could hardly have helped the monks’ case with a pious king like Hugh, but his son Robert’s influence nevertheless saved Saint-Denis’s revenues. In the great medieval rivalry between the ‘regular’ clergy – monks whose lives were governed by a monastic rule – and the ‘secular’ clergy – priests and bishops who lived out in the world rather than enclosed in a monastery – Robert came down on the side of the monks.28 He was much impressed by the Abbey of Cluny in Burgundy, where the monks practised the latest advances in spiritual discipline and where no bishop save the pope himself could meddle in its affairs. In contrast to the Cluniacs, the monks of Saint-Denis were generally considered a bit dissolute: King Hugh had once been scandalized to discover a naked couple fornicating outside their chapel as he made his way to early morning prayers.29 Robert calculated that helping Saint-Denis would open the door to imposing Cluny’s way of doing things there too.

Conveniently, Robert’s aid would also help to cement his dynasty’s claim to power, for Saint-Denis was not just any old monastery. Axes, mud, and naked lovers notwithstanding, Saint-Denis had been at the heart of Frankish kingship for centuries before Hugh found himself on the throne. Situated just north of Paris on ground long considered sacred, Saint-Denis was a royal necropolis, France’s Valley of the Kings. Founded to commemorate the miracle of the Roman martyr Denis, who had walked there carrying his own recently severed head, the church had been home to Frankish royal burials since the sixth century.30 So, when Hugh died in his mid-fifties late in 996, it was to Saint-Denis that his mourners naturally brought his body. His corpse joined those of the Merovingian and Carolingian kings and queens of old, as well as those of his own father and his great-uncle Odo, first of the Robertian kings.

Hugh’s rule had not gone unchallenged, but his burial at Saint-Denis showed that in death, perhaps even more so than in life, his kingship was accepted as legitimate and his line as royal. Robert succeeded him without controversy. He had already been crowned associate king in 987 and had ruled alongside his father for nearly a decade. Charles of Lorraine’s children stayed silent, and Odo of Blois had died earlier in the year, leaving only children still too young to make trouble and a widow whose intentions regarding Robert lay in a very different direction. Yet, if much about Hugh’s death and Robert’s succession indicates that their contemporaries considered them rightful rulers, doubts had begun to fester long before Dante told his spurious story of their base origins. Fears of illegitimacy and guilt about Hugh’s supposed usurpation were to wrack the souls of his descendants and give ammunition to their enemies right up to the end of the dynasty.

This sorry state of affairs came about mostly because Hugh’s chancellor, the scholarly schemer Gerbert, had lost a library book. Richer’s Histories, the only eyewitness record made of these fateful years, had been written as a present for him, and he put the only copy in his baggage when he moved to Germany after capitulating to papal demands to resign the see of Reims. This setback worked out spectacularly well for Gerbert: while he had once complained that Empress Theophano had not rewarded him ‘with even a little villa’ for all his efforts on her behalf, now the Ottonians consoled him with the much more prestigious archbishopric of Ravenna, and from there he climbed to the pinnacle of Latin Christendom, being crowned Pope Sylvester II in 999.31 But when he moved from Germany to Italy, he left Richer’s book behind. There it lay forgotten for almost a millennium until it was rediscovered and published in 1839.

The disappearance of Richer’s Histories, the only contemporary account of the Senlis assembly that elevated Hugh, meant that later writers, especially those hostile to the Capetians, were free to imagine more sinister scenarios. Although a monk from Fleury, a monastery with strong Robertian ties, gave an account similar to Richer’s story in 1005, a chronicle composed a decade later at Sens, the most anti-Capetian place in France, imagined that Hugh and Bishop Adalbero of Laon had treacherously kidnapped and deposed Charles of Lorraine, wrongly identified as Louis V’s brother and a reigning king, so that Hugh could usurp the throne. Unfortunately for Hugh’s successors, it was the Sens version that was repeatedly copied out and incorporated into later chronicles, becoming the standard account of the dynasty’s origins.32 Even in the official royal histories that proliferated in later centuries, Hugh’s coronation was misleadingly presented as a shameful act of usurpation against the rightful Carolingian heir, a taint his successors could never fully escape, even when their glory grew almost equal to that of Charlemagne himself.
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