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Note on Names

Whenever possible I have adopted the usages of the Dictionary of the Middle Ages, ed. Joseph R. Strayer, 13 volumes (New York, 1982–1989) for personal and place names. In those relatively few instances where a person or place mentioned in this book does not appear in the Dictionary or where its usages seem idiosyncratic, I have adopted what I take to be the most common or sensible spelling in English-language texts.









Prologue

The forty-seven-year-old Alsatian pilgrim, Bruno of Egisheim, who made his way more than 600 miles from Worms to Rome in 1049, had only recently become Pope Leo IX. In the cortege with this future saint, canonized in 1087, was a group of earnest and purposeful companions, including Abbot Hugh of Cluny and a still little-known Tuscan monk by the name of Hildebrand. These men and a few others like them had a conception of the universal Church and of a universal Christian society (Christendom) that they would impose imperfectly but in grimly determined stages and with enormous consequences on the princes and bishops of the Catholic faithful. In the person of the new pope, the conception was revealed principally through his unceasing efforts to eradicate simony, the purchase of ecclesiastical offices, a practice that placed local churches under the control of influential families and, thereby, permitted aristocrats of the period to exploit and impoverish local churches or to use them as pawns in their feuds.

The Frenchman Hugh of Cluny’s contribution lay in the creation of a network of loyalties that transcended local ties. Under his abbacy, the great Burgundian abbey of Cluny became the pre-eminent monastic institution in the West, with innumerable daughter houses founded directly by its monks and with numerous other more ancient houses either reformed by its monks or inspired by the compelling Cluniac model to undertake their own reforms in close communion with it. From the magnificent church that he built at Cluny, the largest in Christendom until the Renaissance, St Hugh (he too would be canonized) helped to guide the fortunes of monks from Britain to Spain, and his prestige was such that princes and churchmen all over Catholic Europe begged his counsel and instruction.

The most controversial of the threesome would turn out to be Hildebrand, later Pope and St Gregory VII (1073–85). As pope the target of his wrath was the practice of lay investiture, the custom of allowing a prince to confer on a bishop the symbols of the latter’s spiritual authority, a ring and a staff. The conferral or investiture of the ring symbolized the bishop’s marriage to his diocese and therefore his spousal love of his people. Like natural marriage, this union was indissoluble in theory except by God or his vicar or substitute on earth, the pope. The staff represented the bishop’s obligation and right to protect the Catholic faithful from within and without, to teach the faith and to beat back the wild dogs – schismatics, heretics and non-believers – who threatened to seduce the faithful from right belief. Only one part, but an important part, of the responsibility represented by the staff was the bishop’s prerogative of excommunication, the formal exclusion of a baptized Christian from communion with the faithful of Christ. To Pope Gregory VII, lay investiture gave men outside the order of clerics inappropriate authority over the Church; it was as much an infringement of the liberty of the Church as simony was.

No scholar would now argue that the ideas of reform supported by these men appeared first with them, but the men themselves, united in their processional march to Rome in 1049, formed a loosely organized, yet resolute party to which many other ecclesiastics and lay people joined themselves in the decades to come. To describe the world out of which this reform party emerged is our first task.
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Part I



EUROPE IN THE ELEVENTH CENTURY









1

Christendom in the Year 1000

Medieval European population can only be estimated from very incomplete data, but the sophisticated research techniques that demographers have developed to exploit these data, and the cautious nature of their conclusions in individual studies, give historians some confidence in their calculations. What their efforts suggest is that from the year 1000 until the Black Death struck in the mid-fourteenth century, the population of the continent increased from roughly thirty-five million to about eighty million.

By the end of the period, the most populous region, as defined by modern political boundaries, was France with roughly fifteen million inhabitants, although some scholars suggest that the number may have been as high as nineteen million. It had reached this peak from a starting point in the year 1000 of about five million. Not far behind were the Germanic-speaking regions of the continent, whose population grew from three or four million at the millennium to twelve to fourteen million by the early fourteenth century. Italy and England, two other regions on which demographers have done convincing work, saw growth from five million and two million respectively to eight or ten million, in the first case, and perhaps five million, in the second.


[image: image]


It is more difficult to estimate demographic change over this period for Iberia, modern Portugal and Spain, where the records are uneven owing to the disruptions brought on by the nearly incessant wars between Christian and Muslim principalities, but one estimate sees a net rise from about seven million at the millennium to nine million at its height before the Plague. It is equally difficult to make entirely persuasive estimates for the Scandinavian countries and parts of central and eastern Europe in the absence of the kinds of written records that exist for France, Germany, Italy, England and certain regions of Iberia. Nonetheless, impressionistic evidence suggests overall general increases of the magnitude discernible elsewhere, although not always at the same pace. By 1300, there seem to have been well over two million Scandinavians, consisting of 1.5 million Danes or Scandinavians under Danish royal authority, including many inhabitants of what is now southern Sweden, along with a half million Norwegians and a comparable number of Swedes. There were also at least five million Catholics living in Hungarian- and Slavic-speaking (Polish, Czech, Slovak, Croatian) regions of Europe by the time of the Black Death.

Population growth of this magnitude permitted greater specialization of labour and the expansion of rural markets. It encouraged the building of new towns along with the expansion of old ones and the creation among them of domestic and eventually international networks of trade. In short, it was a fundamental stimulus to economic growth. But how did population itself take off from the low levels of the first millennium? What made demographic increase on such a scale possible, especially given the crippling factors in the demographic mix: persistently high infant and child mortality, relatively high adult female mortality in childbirth, susceptibility to epidemic diseases that affected both adults and children, and recurrent food shortages, occasionally including widespread famine?

A reasonable case has been made for the prominence of a small number of factors in setting off population growth. The problem, however, remains the difficult one of cause and effect. Medieval historians have documented a transition from two-field to three-field agriculture in many regions in the eleventh century. In the simplest scenario a village that made the transition would have two-thirds of its plantable acreage growing crops at any one time in a three-field based regime, with one field fallow or resting in order to restore its fertility, whereas only one half would have been growing crops under the old arrangement. The increase in food and fodder production that was brought about would allow for improved nutrition for humans and animals, larger families and more work animals, along with more manure to fertilize gardens and some fields.

Of course, people cannot make the transition from two-field to three-field agriculture without pre-existing increases in the labour supply to do the additional work of planting and harvesting or at least without more intensive exploitation of under-utilized labourers. Moreover, there must be a sufficient number of animals and number and quality of tools to exploit such a massive increase in plantable acreage: more oxen and horses, more ploughs, more yokes and harnesses, more harrows and rakes, scythes and sickles, and wagons to cart and barns to store the more abundant harvests. The ability to fulfil these needs suggests the pre-existence of an extensive and specialized labour force composed of miners, smiths, carpenters and masons.

There is also the problem of technology. Oxen, castrated bulls, did most of the ploughing in the early period, but horses were stronger if they could be harnessed effectively. The horse collars of the early medieval period were crude; they ran the risk of choking the valuable animals. An inventor or inventors whose names will never be known to us appear to have perfected a non-strangulating horse collar around the millennium, and very slowly the technology diffused across Europe. The horse as plough animal could never displace the ox, for the latter had several advantages, including cheapness of initial purchase price, ability to tolerate poorer fodder, and high resistance to disease, all of which made it appropriate for some farms and on some estates. But the advantages that the horse added to the existing agricultural regime are universally regarded by scholars as instrumental in the improvement of crop production and carriage. The question remains: did the growth of population stimulate the perfection and diffusion of the new horse collar so that fields could be made to produce more abundantly or did the invention and dissemination of the new collar make possible the exploitation of fields whose abundant crops encouraged increases in population?

Even in the absence of the wide adoption of three-field farming and the improved efficiency of ploughing with horses, there were ways to increase harvests. Clearing new fertile lands, a process usually known as assarting, was the principal method. Assarting of the magnitude that medieval historians have documented in the period 1000 to 1300 required an enormous increase in the production of iron and an accompanying decline in its price. For iron was needed both for the tools to cut the trees of the seemingly endless hardwood forests of northern and central Europe and for the metal parts of the deep-cutting or heavy ploughs that farmers utilized to prepare the dense soils that were otherwise unworkable in the face of traditional ploughs. The heavy plough appears to have been invented long before the great age of assarting began in the High Middle Ages, but the widespread diffusion of the technology was made possible only by the millennial revolution in iron production. Once again, however, it may be doubted whether the assarting and the diffusion of the heavy plough initiated the steep growth in population after 1000, because the labour and general population requirements for effective assarting and for the creation of new villages were enormous from the beginning.

If no consensus has emerged on cause and effect, it remains true that population began a sustained rise in the first century of the new millennium. Few ordinary people had any impression of the general nature of this trend, or of the economic growth that accompanied it. In any one or two generations the shifts and innovations were so gradual, nearly glacial, that their fundamental potential to transform rural life would have gone almost wholly unperceived. Purchase of a new plough, putting a few more oxen out to pasture, a farmer’s use of an unconventional new horse collar – events like these did not happen often and did not lead immediately to widespread change. Village life was cautious; decisions on major issues like how and what to plant were usually collective; and caution and consensus favoured conservatism. Survival was not to be put at risk by the promiscuous adoption of new techniques or by over-investment in animals that might die with inadequate winter fodder or by any other uncertain innovations.

Villagers of one settlement hearing for the first time of the creation of a new settlement in newly assarted woodlands also certainly knew that there were very likely few settlers who risked going there, that the new church was probably more plan than reality, that stumps still dotted the new fields and hindered ploughing and planting. Horses, oxen and tools were almost certainly in short supply there, even when lords and monasteries sponsored the new clearances, since they did not strip their existing holdings of equipment and sources of power. Assarting was long and difficult work; at times, it must have seemed frustratingly slow, almost pointless.

The reward of freedom perhaps helped more than anything else in sustaining the movement. Farmers who gave their time and labour to the creation of new settlements looked forward in a more or less distant future to improved economic status, but the act of clearing the habitat and colonizing the new settlement brought something more immediate; it conferred liberty on the colonizers, the coloni. Assarting made people free (‘Rodung macht uns frei’); it elevated them from slavery and serfdom.

This fact is important in part because slaves were still a major component of society in the year 1000. Even in late eleventh-century England between 10 per cent and 30 per cent of some regional populations could be classified as slaves. These domestic and agricultural workers had no rights and no property in themselves or their labour. The tasks assigned such people varied from very heavy, like ploughing, to relatively light, like dairying, for example. But in theory the men and women themselves lived lives fully under the direct and unmediated personal authority of their owners.

Such arrangements could in practice and by custom confer benefits on slaves living in long-established and stable societies. Under such circumstances only the hope of economic advancement sweetened with the promise of an elevation of status, to freedom, would induce them to take the risk of abandoning settled patterns of life in order to try to create new villages, part of whose rents would increase the wealth and therefore power of the lords who sponsored the projects. Theory permitted the use of arbitrary force against slaves, but no essentially stateless world like that of eleventh-century western Europe mobilized the kind of power that would have been needed to achieve assarting on the scale experienced in eleventh- and twelfth-century Europe. Something more than force, like the guarantee of freedom, was needed.

For a number of reasons slavery, though still widespread in the eleventh century, was already dying out in lands under Latin Christian domination. New slaves were in increasingly short supply, in part because there was a strong ecclesiastical prohibition against enslaving Catholics. As pagans in Europe were successfully christianized, therefore, the pool of available slaves, except on the borderlands of Latin Christendom, dried up. Moreover, churchmen in general looked upon and encouraged lords’ manumission of slaves as a virtuous act, and over time lords responded to the teaching by freeing their slaves. Those churchmen who owned slaves in the name of their churches were slower to manumit them, for certain kinds of church property, including slaves, were never supposed to be alienated. Consequently, even when slavery had largely disappeared on most northern European estates and in most households, a few churches continued to own slaves. Only after the status of these slaves was conflated with that of serfs, as we shall see, did slavery cease to exist.

Serfdom was the form of base dependency that replaced slavery. The precise nature of the restrictions on serfs varied from region to region and over time, but a law-abiding serf, unlike a slave, always had rights, including the right to due process if accused of a crime. Serfs became increasingly common in the settled lands of western Christendom in the late eleventh and twelfth century, in part because former slaves swelled the category, in part because debt and other factors induced free peasants to accept restrictions on their activities – in theory, perpetually, for servility was inherited. The promise of delivery from the burdens of serfdom on the individual and his or her lineage would soon induce large numbers of these people to join assarting teams in the High Middle Ages.

The burdens from which serfs sought delivery varied considerably, depending on local laws and practices. Many people classified as serfs possessed only restricted inheritance rights or none at all, except by custom; they were said to be under mainmort. Others could not move off their lord’s estates or enjoy formariage, that is, marry serfs of different lords, let alone free people, without their lord’s permission. Many owed labour services, corvées, specified according to the task or the duration of the work required, like reaping three days per week at harvest time, although lords might permit them to pay something as a substitute for providing these services. Men’s and women’s liability to other fixed levies, often known as tallages, but called by various names, were interpreted as further evidence of their debased, which is to say, servile status, even if custom and inflation would ultimately render the actual sums owed quite low. Debased status itself was a bar to men and women becoming monks and nuns and to men becoming priests.

All of these obligations were eradicated in the process of serfs assarting and settling a new village. Because of the investments of lords in the new infrastructure, other restrictions, like the obligation to use the lord’s mills, ovens, grape presses and the like were imposed on the rustics, but over time a careful differentiation emerged between these non-debasing restrictions, known as banalities, and those more certainly carrying the stigma of serfdom.

In those parts of Latin Christendom where little assarting was going on, serfs at first had less opportunity to achieve free status in this period, but already in the eleventh and twelfth centuries the increase in the number of towns in these regions and the privileges accorded to new urban settlers were offering some rural migrants hope of improving both their economic condition and their legal status. However, before turning to this topic, summed up by the proverb ‘Stadtluft macht uns frei’ (‘Town air makes us free’), more attention needs to be given to the masters of rural society.

The men and women who had the greatest power in rural society went by many names. It has already proved convenient to call them lords, but other words could serve. The French seigneur is a common substitute. Not all lords had the same power, of course, and the various words used to describe them sometimes reveal the differences. In the early eleventh century, the English word ‘knight’ and the originally Celtic word ‘vassal’ still suggested a servant, one who supports a superior lord but who is neither a simple rustic or peasant nor unequivocally a member of the social elite. The German Ritter (rider) and its French synonym, chevalier, along with other Romance language synonyms like Spanish caballero also emphasize implicitly or explicitly the equipment, the horse (Latin caballus), with which the knight fulfilled his military duties. And the generic Latin word miles put the stress on what the knight did in practice – fight.

It was only later, well into the twelfth century, that the occupation of the knight became synonymous with a more elevated status evoked in abstract nouns like knighthood and chivalry that reflect the deepening ritualization of the profession of arms. In some countries, like France, hereditary knighthood would become a token of nobility; in others, like England, this would not occur, but knighthood would still set a man and his family apart from the vast majority of the lower status population.

Above the knights in the rough and tumble status hierarchies of the early eleventh century were men called castellans and barons. As the word suggests, a castellan owned his own castle or had the command of another lord’s castle delegated to him. The absence of effective central power in many regions in the eleventh century, like Poitou in western France, led to the proliferation of castles, a process known as encastellation, and an inevitable multiplication of the number of castellans and castle garrisons of knights. ‘Baron’ was a generic word for a man ordinarily of more importance, often possessing more than one castle, perhaps with a number of retainers, almost certainly with estates, including slaves in the earlier part of the period under consideration and serfs later on, that gave him, relatively speaking, enormous wealth, far in excess of that of simple knights and astronomical when compared with that of ordinary rustics.

Such power and wealth usually had jurisdictional rights attending them. Barons held courts for their tenants and for the knights who were their men. Sometimes these courts were the successors of public institutions established by Charlemagne and his heirs, but which, owing to the breakdown of Carolingian institutions in the West, particularly in the tenth century, had come to be possessed like private property. At other times, the courts were new, like the village courts established in and for assarted settlements.

The most elevated baronial families in rural society were those of viscounts, counts (earls in England), dukes and their equivalent like the marcher lords, so-called because they ruled marches, border principalities. These men were territorial princes whose titles, outside of England and Scandinavia, could often be traced to Carolingian grants, but who like other barons exercised their public responsibilities hereditarily and as if they were vested in themselves as of right. Often their power exceeded that of the kings and emperors to whom they nominally owed obedience. The duke of Normandy, to name one, was a mightier lord than the king of France in the eleventh century.

The ties that bound this heterogeneous group of men and families together were complex. Some swore oaths of allegiance and protection on a personal basis. A lord by such an oath could become the man (Latin homo) of another man, from which comes the word ‘homage’ to describe the bond and the ceremony: a great man would kneel before a greater man, have his clasped hands covered by the hands of his superior, and pledge to honour and support him. They would kiss on the lips to signify the closeness of the bond. Often the dependant would receive a piece of property whose income would help him give military support to his overlord. At its purest, homage would be done only once a lifetime and to only one person. It would be sworn indeed to the person to whom one would also give other deeply personal assurances, in technical language, auxilia or promises of aid, to ransom his body if he were captured in war and to honour his family by attending and contributing to the ceremonies that marked the great rites of passage for his children – the first marriage of his eldest daughter, the knighting of his eldest son.

Some oaths were less freighted. Men pledged themselves to be the faithful supporters of their superiors. They might enter into such relationships of fealty (from Latin fidelitas, fidelity) with several overlords, and they might confirm the oaths numerous times, although it could be argued that the fealty owed to the man to whom one had done homage took precedence over pledges to others and eventually that the fealty owed to a king had no equal. But these sensibilities, particularly the last, were still of little consequence around the year 1100. In the eleventh century the system of dependent relationships, if it can be called a system, had hardly achieved a stable shape.


What to label the lordship exercised over the lesser orders, and what to call the various arrangements and relationships among upper-class people themselves, have of recent years become a matter of angry scholarly contention. One word that has been used is ‘feudalism’, and it is the word that will be used here; yet, it can readily be acknowledged that to describe a regime, let alone a society, as feudal raises problems. Antiquaries and jurists of the seventeenth century who looked back on the Middle Ages saw particular significance in the property rights and jurisdictional characteristics of the fief (Latin feudum). But, in fact, fiefs were not important units of property everywhere and at all times. In many regions the word does not even appear before the mid-eleventh century. To talk about a ‘feudal age’, as some excellent scholars have done, before most regions in Latin Christendom had a clear concept of fief, has struck many critics as particularly bizarre. To describe a regime as feudal, based on a peculiar form of land tenure that was the prevailing form only in a small number of territories, like the Ile de France, the area around Paris, has also been mocked. Finally, the fact that the word ‘feudalism’ is used in many different ways has encouraged some scholars to belittle its analytical and descriptive value. It is a term, after all, that can simultaneously evoke either the economic exploitation of a dependent peasantry by seigneurs, its Marxist sense, or the corrupt political systems of some war-lord-dominated Third World countries.

Why, then, retain the term? It is because in the High Middle Ages the fief emerged as the form of landed property that symbolized the economic power of many aristocracies. There remained both allods, that is, unencumbered free holdings, and other forms of freehold or non-servile property. But a vast juridical literature emerged to describe and categorize fiefs in the High Middle Ages, and the vernacular literature of adventure written for the upper class and which seems to have expressed its mentality is obsessively concerned with the extent of fiefs, the inheritance of fiefs, and the relations among people holding fiefs of one another. These works, like the Song of Raoul de Cambrai, are largely twelfth-century and later productions, but they posit an eleventh-century world as obsessed as the twelfth century with fiefs. To this extent, many aristocracies conceived of themselves in a certain sense as a feudal order. And much of their power, prestige and authority was believed to stem from their rightful inheritance of fiefs.

All of this was somewhat strange, of course, since contemporary legal writers imagined fiefs as pieces of property or bundles of rights to which there were no inheritance rights. In this imaginary world, on the death of his father a vassal would approach his father’s lord, seek to do homage, and, if successful, be invested with his father’s fief. It was as if all that went before was irrelevant. The new vassal had no right of inheritance. He had to establish a personal relationship and hope for the best.

In practice, a sense of entitlement ran through the system. Almost from the moment we hear about fiefs, we hear about sons, typically eldest sons, expecting to receive those of their dead fathers. A son would pay relief, a sum of money due on the death of his father for permission to take possession of the fief. Until the sum was paid, it was assumed that the lord had the rarely enforced right of primer seisin or first possession to occupy the fief. There were still concerns about under-age or female ‘heirs’ (the word is apt, since it is clear that one is talking about heirship, legal theory notwithstanding). The lord, by right of wardship, might collect the revenues or some part of the revenues of the fief of the under-age vassal until he came of age, could perform military service and did homage. An heiress was certainly obliged to obtain permission from her lord for marriage, because it would be her husband who would have to fulfil the military service for which the fief had formally been granted to her father. Moreover, in a system in which honourable service was at the centre of relationships, dishonour was grounds for the legitimate reversion or escheat of a vassal’s fief to his lord. Any attempt of a vassal to hand over possession of a fief to another person without a gift to his lord for the latter’s permission, sometimes referred to as the fine on alienation, was also looked upon as a violation of the honour of the personal bonds that tied man to man. Nonetheless, despite all the caveats, the sense that under normal circumstances the eldest son or, in the absence of a son, the daughters of a fief-holder (co-heiresses) would succeed to the fief as an inheritance was in practice unquestioned.

*

Catholic Europe in the year 1000 was fundamentally an agrarian society. It would remain so until long after 1350, the date that marks the close of this book. The ties described above basically apply to this agrarian society. Nevertheless, there were towns in existence throughout the High Middle Ages. One may call them towns because, even though they varied enormously in numbers of inhabitants and some were smaller than large villages in this respect, they shared certain characteristics that set them off from rural settlements.

Relatively speaking, there was a greater density of population in towns than villages, although the line separating the two is necessarily arbitrary. Relatively, too, there was a more highly developed specialization and greater diversity of labour, especially, though by no means exclusively, of artisanal labour, in urban settlements. To be called a town, a settlement with a relatively high density of population and specialization of labour also requires an economy based on monetary exchange as opposed to barter, and one in which a sizeable proportion of income, again speaking relatively, comes from trade. The presence of a regulated periodic market did not define a town, for many a village had one, too. But a town without a periodic market is more or less unthinkable for the Middle Ages, which is not the case for a village. Finally, towns were distinguished, if not fully distinct, from large villages by a concentration of diverse monumental buildings – large churches, bell towers, warehouses, permanent market halls, guild halls, hospitals, town halls, and so on – although not every town had the full array of such buildings even by the end of the Middle Ages.

Some scholars would supplement the foregoing list of characteristics, for towns often had mints, special legal status and modes of landholding for the inhabitants, as well as autonomous criminal and civil court systems. One has even argued that an important criterion for the definition of a town is what might be called the existence of ‘traffic jams’ (Carlin, 1996, pp. 250–51) – the hustle and bustle of ox carts jostling against carriages, long lines of wagons bringing fruits and vegetables, raw materials and finished goods to markets, artisans’ shops and warehouses, and the seemingly endless cavalcade of mounted men and women bearing messages, coming to shop, visit or attend meetings and clamouring at others on the street to make way. No traffic jams, no town.

However defined, towns around the year 1000 were few in number and very small in size in Catholic Europe; yet, by the early fourteenth century the number and size of urban settlements had increased exponentially. The Rhineland, which had no more than eight towns well into the twelfth century, boasted more than fifty in the thirteenth. Central Europe, which had but the thinnest sprinkling of settlements that might be deemed urban in the year 1000, witnessed the creation of 1,500 new towns from the eleventh century up until 1250 and 1,500 more in the fifty years or so after that. In southern Europe there was more continuity from earlier settlement patterns: growth came less from the creation of new towns, although new foundations were not uncommon, than from the flow of immigrants to old settlements.

Most of the early eleventh-century towns were weak in relation to the lords who ruled the countryside. In the majority of cases in the north, these lords controlled or owned the towns even though they did not typically live in them. Within the towns the agents of the lords’ authority, men sometimes called reeves in England and provosts in France and Germanic-speaking areas, vied with bishops and other clergy for domination. The urban commercial element was ordinarily the weakest of the three contenders for power, but the relative weight of each party would change dramatically in favour of the merchants over the course of the High Middle Ages.

In the south, where traditions of urban oligarchic domination had not been completely effaced, merchants and senior craftsmen had a stronger say in town government. But here, too, there was a three-way struggle for power among the commercial oligarchy, the clergy and the lay lords, who more often than in the north actually had their principal residences in the towns. The outcome of these struggles would vary from region to region and over time. In the south, in northern Italy in particular, these struggles would dominate the political culture of the entire period from 1000 to 1350.

*

One term, ‘Catholic’, has already been used over and over again in these pages as if it had an obvious and unchanging meaning. There may be some core significance that a few conservative theologians would be willing to attribute to the term, but medieval historians have become less and less sure that this is permissible. With regard to behaviour, a typical Catholic in the year 1000, if anyone could be called typical, was a very different sort of person from one in 1100 or 1200 or 1300. What did a common villager or urban-dweller at the end of the first millennium know about the great mysteries of the Catholic faith – the Incarnation, the Passion and vicarious atonement; the trinity and unity of God; the sacraments, about which, like everything else among the doctrines, even the most learned and orthodox were and remained in subtle disagreement; the Resurrection and Ascension; the Second Coming and the Great Day of Judgement?

Indeed, the north in the year 1000 was only completing the missionary phase of Christian evangelization. Large numbers of Scandinavians and vast numbers of western Slavs had received baptism only because their rulers had ordered them to do so. There were still popular pagan sites of worship and many more modest shrines. Catholic priests and monks – the ecclesiastical elite – were in short supply, and parishes were recent establishments in these regions. The realization of the ideal of one or more church for every village was far in the future. No regular religious instruction or catechism could be executed under these conditions.

Preaching may not have been rare, but even in Southern Europe it was sporadic, as was attendance at church, taking communion, and obedience to ecclesiastical discipline, like the ban on Sunday labour. Liturgical practices had none of that apparent uniformity across the map of Europe that historians have sometimes imputed to the continent in the wake of the general reform of the church by the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 and Franciscan and Dominican evangelization in the thirteenth century.

For most men and women, if not for the ecclesiastical elite, to be a Catholic in the year 1000 required little change in traditional behaviour, in part because there were so few people who were actively monitoring behaviour on behalf of that vague body so conveniently yet deceptively referred to under the monolithic label, the Church. Yet, all of this, like so much else in traditional Europe, was to change dramatically in the centuries we have come to call the High Middle Ages.
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Mediterranean Europe

Certain scenes along the Mediterranean coast linger in the mind: salt-marsh grasses swaying under a too bright sky; aquatic birds in flocks, pairs or solo gliding through warm, humid air, restless until they settle along the lagoons to fish and preen. Not too far from where the sea laps the shore lie expanses of green fields that men and women have been tending for centuries. In the distant uplands, stands of oak and fir dominate the landscape. In the villages, from vines and from grove after grove of flowering fruit trees issue the fragrances of late spring and summer.

Virtually a tideless sea, the Mediterranean, along with its European hinterland, offered medieval fowlers, fishermen and mariners abundant opportunities. There was sport: aristocratic falconers loved to hunt the heronries, and rustics took hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of the estimated fifty billion migratory birds that annually leave their winter shelters in Africa to summer in Europe, making fatal stopovers on the northern shores of the Mediterranean. There was food in the sea as well, although its higher salinity made the population of fish less dense than in northern waters. And there were occasions for contact with peoples of different religions and cultures who were in port as emissaries, traders and slaves.

But the Mediterranean was also an untrustworthy companion. Winter storms could be savage, and mariners hesitated to sail in that season. Many of the continental harbours were inadequate for great vessels, partly because the gentle rising and falling of the sea was incapable of dissipating the quantities of silt disgorged by the sluggish rivers that fed it. In high summer the stench from the lagoons and the scourge of disease-bearing insects could make life loathsome. Now and again great, stiff winds blew in from the sea, freshened the air and swept the swarms of midges and biting flies from the air, but they also battered the poorly sheltered ships in their path.


[image: image]

High summer also brought drought. Rainfall in southern Europe does not compare to that in the north. The spring run-off from the mountain ranges produces innumerable rivulets that often become dry beds in their lower courses by late June or early July. By August parts of central Spain, southern France and southern Italy are desert-like in their ecology. Once verdant hills and hillocks take on an ashen grey look. Lizards delight in the revivifying heat of the morning sun and in lazing under the blazing midday sky; humans and their domestic herds and flocks languish in whatever shade they find. Fortunately, nearer the mountains – the Cantabrian and Pyrenees of Iberia, the Cevennes of southern France and the Apennines of the Italian boot – the lakes and streams often stay full, and the sprawling meadows nearby offer, or once did offer, plentiful pastures to enormous herds and flocks.

In the mountains themselves as well as on the islands and in numerous geographically sheltered regions of the south, the natural abundance of the land and the return from human agriculture were as varied as almost anywhere on earth. Sometimes human intervention was the key. Irrigation techniques introduced earlier but perfected by the Muslims had turned Valencia into a garden of earthly delights by the eleventh century. Elsewhere nature, less radically altered, produced similar benefits: the bewitchingly beautiful valleys of Sicily were among the most productive districts in eleventh-century Europe. On the continent, lush pastures attracted herders of the plains from great distances to Alpine and Pyrenean valleys in late spring, even if in other ways the mountains were forbidding and lonely and, as folk tales ceaselessly recount, more suitable for savage beasts and wild men than for Christians, civilized human beings.

The distinctive environments of the south gave a shape to daily life in innumerable ways. Midday summer heat turned the afternoon siesta into a ritual; even austere Benedictine monks were enjoined to read rather than work outside from Lent to October. The ubiquity of vines meant that where there was no effective religious ban wine was readily and cheaply produced, so that southerners – Christians and Jews, at least – were not constrained to drink only ale, cider and milk. The cultivation of the olive insured that animal fats would enjoy no near monopoly, as they did in the north, in providing oil used in cooking and manufacturing tasks, like softening hides.

Military and political history also set the south apart from the north. The long period of Roman imperial domination and Latin culture had left their impact on language far more effectively than the waves of invasions and migrations of Alans, Vandals and Goths in late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages. The bewildering array of Latin-based or Romance dialects of Iberia, France, Italy and the islands, like Sardo on Sardinia, for all their variety, formed a striking linguistic contrast to the Germanic speech of the far north. Men spoke of themselves in the south as being under Roman law, too. What they meant was that the procedures and, although to a far lesser degree, the substance of their contractual obligations to one another evoked principles and formulaic phrases that were recognizably the creations of ancient Imperial administrators.

Basque resistance in a small enclave of south-western Gaul and north-western Iberia, which from the ninth century onwards formed the kingdom of Navarre, had prevented the full victory of the Romance languages in south-western Europe. The apparent early victory of Romance speech in some south-easterly regions, like the Dalmatian coast, also turned out to be more ephemeral than real. But it was the Muslim conquest of Spain in 711 and of Sicily by 902 that, with the introduction of Arabic, presented the most significant linguistic competition for Romance. With the Muslim Arabs and waves of their non-Arab followers, like North African Berbers, came other cultural contributors to southern European life in the generations afterwards.

Islam itself afforded the greatest single cultural challenge. It offered an alternative religion to those of the Christian faith and to Jews as well. Adoption of it was made attractive partly because it gave access to the best jobs and to social respectability in regions dominated by Muslim rulers. Islam’s doctrinal simplicity, compared to the doctrinal intricacies of Trinitarian Christianity, plus its incorporation of respect for Jesus and Mary, also perhaps persuaded a few irresolute Christians that conversion was not the sin the priests told them it was. To be sure, by the year 1000 the initial wave of Muslim conquests and Islamic diffusion in Europe was over, but the great retreat had not yet begun.

One of the most striking features of southern life in eleventh-century Europe was the presence of a strong urban culture, not entirely discontinuous with the ancient past. At Cordoba, for example, once the capital of a Roman imperial province, and in many other towns that had lost some of their antique lustre in Iberia, the Muslim conquerors encouraged urban life and culture with intense commitment. In Christian Europe, or at least in the south, a very varied but generally less robust urban landscape existed. Rome was a shadow of its former self. The ancient imperial capital of one million inhabitants was reduced to twenty thousand or so and must sometimes have seemed like a ghost town, with its cavernous monuments. But there were small prosperous Christian towns along the coast of southern Languedoc or Mediterranean France, as well as in Tuscany and Lombardy in Italy. At the head of the Adriatic Sea, Venice was also coming into prominence.

Already in the late tenth and eleventh centuries many of these towns were slipping away from the control of their traditional overlords, whether emperor, pope, resident bishop, or seigneur, and were renegotiating the terms of their dependency. The only major deviation from this pattern in Catholic principalities occurred in eleventh-century Sicily after the Christian reconquest, where a strong kingdom, building on Muslim institutions, was established and prevented the emergence of city-states.

The towns were mercantile centres for a wide variety of goods, in part because a striking feature of southern life was the cultivation and marketing of specialized commercial crops. By 1060 farmers were growing mulberry trees and harvesting the cocoons of silk worms on a vast scale in Sicily and Calabria in southern Italy for the silken cloth industry, centred from the tenth century in the northern Italian town of Lucca. There was also indigo production for the dyestuffs industry and some cane sugar production on plantations in southern Italy.

The diverse ethnic and religious mix of southern Europe has already been alluded to. Spain, except for a few relatively small Christian principalities in the Pyrenean north, was completely under Muslim domination from 711. The conquerors imposed their rule on a vast population of Christians and a substantial number of Jews. It is sometimes said that under Muslim rule, at least until the wars of Christian reconquest began in earnest, Christians, Jews and Muslims lived in a state of convivencia. Though always a minority throughout the period of their domination of the peninsula, the number of Muslims was steadily increasing from conversion and immigration. Confident of their continued hegemony, the argument goes, they lived amicably with Christians and Jews, even while denying them full rights. Yet all enjoyed freedom of religion, even if the religions of the conquered peoples were considered inferior to Islam. Architecture, poetry and other forms of cultural and intellectual expression in the subject communities borrowed freely from and adapted Arabic and Islamic motifs and tropes.

Recently this picture has been criticized as idealized or even as a more or less deliberate distortion imposed on the narrative of pre-Reconquest Spanish history by liberal and anti-clerical scholars writing in the modern period. Hating what Spain was perceived to have become – a priest-ridden, racialist, and economically and politically backward society when elsewhere in Europe ‘Enlightenment’ came to prevail – many nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars imagined a time when the Church had little power, pureness of Christian blood or lineage was irrelevant and work and play among people of all faiths made for a prosperous and forward-looking society. But if convivencia of this sort is a myth, it remains true that the great fissures among the three religious communities in Spain were accompanied by less violence than we have come to associate with the later Middle Ages when the peninsula returned to more or less full Christian political domination.

Languedoc and Provence never went through a period of Muslim domination. The Muslim outposts established in the period of the conquest were ephemeral. Coastal and a few inland raids, some to a considerable distance northwards, it is true, continued until the eleventh century from seaboard bases on the continent, like Garde Frainet in Provence, or from Muslim-dominated islands like the Balearics. Despite these raids, which, along with local in-fighting among Christian lords, made the political and economic development of Languedoc uneven, some generalizations are possible about the region from Toulouse to the Italian borderlands.

Largely a rural region, there were, nonetheless, in Languedoc and Provence a number of seaboard or nearby towns with diverse populations of natives, both Christians and substantial numbers of Jews. In peaceful times these towns – Narbonne, Arles, Marseilles being the most important – engaged in trade with North Africa, Spain, Italy and the Near East. In violent interludes many of their inhabitants turned to piracy. Inland towns were smaller and fewer in number. Toulouse was probably the most significant, perhaps the only significant one. Cities like Avignon, Orange and Valence, which were destined to play important roles in late medieval politics, were virtually backwaters in the eleventh century.

In the vast rural spaces of Languedoc and Provence the mostly Christian population (Jews there were few in number) consisted of the ancient amalgam of Gallo-Roman and Germanic peoples, but these had been supplemented with large numbers of Iberian Christian immigrants in the wake of the Muslim conquest and pacification of Spain. The central bond tying man to man in rural society was the personal tie of loyalty. At some point in the eleventh century, depending on the region, this might be expressed in the language of feudalism, but ties between the powerful (potentes) and the less powerful (mediocres) did not require homage and enfeoffment. The potentes and mediocres lorded over a population of impotents: poor free farmers, serfs and slaves. These people were dependent in formal and informal ways on their social betters and suffered much, as did the clergy, from rural violence.

At the turn of the tenth/eleventh century this violence inspired a number of ecclesiastics and lay lords to articulate a programme of political and social justice, one that stressed the difference between righteous and unjustified war and between legitimate and illegitimate targets of violence and vengeance. At a series of ecclesiastical councils attended by local notables and crowds of impotentes and pauperes and in the presence of the holy relics of the saints brought from local churches, the leaders of this so-called Peace of God or Peace Movement issued regulations and set standards of conduct in war and tried to restrict fighting.


At the Council of Charroux in 989 the ‘bishops, as well as clerics and monks, not to mention laypeople of both sexes’ heard the archbishop of Bordeaux lead the higher clergy in solemnly cursing and excommunicating all those who ravaged churches, plundered the rustic poor or carried out sacrilegious attacks on priests. ‘Many bodies of saints were also brought’ to the council, which ‘was adorned by frequent miracles through the presence of these saints’. A council held at Limoges in 994, and similarly enveloped in miracles, also issued a regional ‘pact of peace and justice’. In the early eleventh century councils at Poitiers and Rouergue continued this work, because, as the record for Poitiers put it, ‘Handsome indeed is the name of peace, and beautiful the belief in unity, which Christ ascending to heaven left to his disciples.’ (Head and Landes, 1992, pp. 327–42, for all quotations.)

At the Council of Elne in Roussillon in 1027, held in the great meadow of Toulouges in order to accommodate the crush of clergy, aristocrats and the ‘crowd of the faithful (not only men, but also women)’, those presiding decreed many canons or rules typical of the Peace of God but also a truce (treuga) that restricted the periods of time when fighting could licitly take place. ‘No one dwelling in the aforesaid county and diocese [of Roussillon] should assail any enemy of his from the ninth hour on Saturday to the first hour on Monday, so that everyone may render the honour owed to the Lord’s day.’ The Truce of God spread like the Peace of God, its canons often extending the periods when otherwise lawful fighting was permitted. By 1041 all of Languedoc seems to have been under a prohibition – not always honoured, to be sure – to refrain from violence each week ‘from Wednesday evening to dawn the following Monday’.

Liturgical maledictions constituted one traditional practice monks used to enforce peace, and they were available for enforcing the Peace of God.


In the name of the Lord and the power of the Holy Spirit and the authority divinely granted bishops by blessed Peter, prince of the apostles, we separate them [malefactors] from the bosom of holy mother church and we condemn them with an anathema of perpetual malediction, that they might not have help from any man or contact with any Christian. May they be cursed in town and cursed in the fields. May their barns be cursed and may their bones be cursed. May the fruit of their loins be cursed as well as the fruit of their lands, their herds of cattle and their flocks of sheep. May they be cursed going in and coming out. May they be cursed at home and may they be fugitives outside their homes. May they drain out their bowels, like the faithless and unhappy Arius [the ancient heretic]. May there come upon them all those maledictions by which the Lord through Moses threatened transgressors of the divine law. (Little, 1993, p. 36.)



To the cursing of malefactors could be added the humiliation of saints’ relics – taking them down from altars and placing them on the ground until the perpetrators of violence repented of their acts. But excommunication and, ultimately, interdiction, as the texts quoted suggest, were perhaps the most powerful weapons in churchmen’s arsenal. Excommunication, cutting a man or woman off from the eternal life-giving sacraments of the church and making it a sin for their friends to have contact with them, and interdiction, the blanket suspension of ecclesiastical services in a region, were meant to strike fear into the hearts of disrupters of the peace as well as into the hearts of their supporters and innocent bystanders. Indeed, using these weapons put heavy pressure on communities to persuade malefactors of the error of their ways and the need to repent. The Peace and Truce of God may not have been entirely effective in Languedoc or anywhere else, but they betokened a major concern of the Catholic clergy and many lay aristocrats for stability and practical justice that would have its offspring in the re-emergence of strong secular government sanctioned by the Church.

*

So much for the region between the Atlantic and Provence; passing south-east over the Maritime Alps, one finds in Italy an almost entirely different political and economic environment. Northern Italy was already distinguished by the existence of a number of noteworthy towns. There was Venice on the Adriatic, and Genoa and Pisa along the north-western coast of the peninsula. The direct exploitation of the sea was always important to these cities, but they would also gain power and wealth through other means – commerce, the carrying trade, banking and manufacture. Venice provides an excellent example with which to begin.

Well situated on the gentle mud rises or islands, like the Rialto, at the centre of extensive lagoons between the mouths of the Adige river to the south and the Piave to the north, Venice nestled safe from both naval and land-based attack. It was technically a dependency of the Byzantine Empire, but this was more theoretical than real: the city indeed had long enjoyed autonomy, in part owing to its location. An elected doge, from the Latin word for leader, dux, ruled the city, but he shared power with his councillors and an elected assembly, the senate.

Secure mercantile activity was essential for a city that exported salt produced from its lagoons, had an expanding glass industry, and marketed slaves, especially captives from Dalmatia on the eastern Adriatic coast. The carrying trade, whatever the goods, was also important to Venice’s prosperity. The greatest and preferred market was Constantinople. Perhaps an estimate of the latter’s population at five hundred thousand is rather too high, but several hundred thousand people lived within Constantinople’s walls and suburbs, and there was no other town remotely like it in eleventh-century Europe. To assure access to Constantinople Venice had to create a substantial navy and clear the Adriatic of pirates or re-employ them as slave raiders, a task largely accomplished by Doge Pietro Orseolo II (983–1008).

Long-term mercantile success at Constantinople required trumping potential competitors. In nasty rivalries with other traders, Venetians managed to obtain extensive, if not absolutely unique, commercial privileges in the Byzantine Empire and, indeed, in Constantinople as early as 991. It also established political control over seaports like Zara and Traù (Trogir) on the north-eastern coast of the Adriatic. By the later eleventh century, because of the military aid which they gave to the Byzantines against the Norman invaders of southern Italy, a region claimed by the Byzantine emperor, Venetians were allowed to establish their own quarter in Constantinople and received exemption from customs duties in all Byzantine ports.

Among north Italian towns, Genoa and Pisa emerged as Venice’s chief rivals. Genoa, at the base of the north-western Apennines, had a deep harbour but only a tiny hinterland, cut off as it was by the mountains. Its landward isolation coupled with its low level of production, with its inhabitants living largely from fishing and local food production, rather than from trade, contributed importantly to its autonomy. But during the central Middle Ages Genoa was an autonomous backwater. It became a major force in the western and central Mediterranean only in the late tenth century after a series of ferocious Muslim raids and incursions into the town early in the century had disrupted the traditional rhythms of the inhabitants’ lives and prompted them to take concerted defensive and offensive action.


Like Venice, Genoa rescued its economic situation by systematically building a fleet, pursuing pirates, destroying pirate lairs, and by making opportune alliances with other towns, such as Pisa, that took the war against the Muslims to the latter’s own strongholds. The years 1015 and 1016 saw a spectacular string of Genoese victories at sea against the Muslims and the clearing-out of Muslim enclaves in Sardinia as well. By the late eleventh century the Genoese, in league with the Pisans, who participated ‘for the remission of [their] sins’ (Riley-Smith, 1997, p. 51), were raiding North African Muslim redoubts like Al-Mahdiya, the chief city of Tunisia. These successes in turn allowed the Genoese to begin extending their commercial interests from the western and central Mediterranean eastward into regions where Venice was the pre-eminent Italian naval power.

If Pisa in alliance with Genoa carried out retaliatory attacks in the early eleventh century against the Muslims in Sardinia, as often as not the two towns were at each other’s throats. Poorly sited at ten kilometres inland from its rather indifferent harbour, Pisa was an unlikely maritime rival. It lay on an ancient trade route still vibrant in the Middle Ages, and its fertile hinterland supported considerable grain production and the harvesting of timber for trade. In time, Florence, upriver on the Arno, would emerge as a major irritant and, finally, as a mortal adversary in Pisa’s efforts at land-based expansion, but this hardly seemed likely in the early eleventh century. Pisans, in other words, chose to make their town into a maritime power despite other opportunities, and in the course of the eleventh century made serious inroads into the commercial networks of the central – and increasingly the eastern – Mediterranean, where they too, like the Genoese, were bound to come into conflict with the Venetians.

The urban revival in northern Italy, so striking in Genoa and Pisa, was more fragile in the central regions of the peninsula. Rome is a case in point. Within the city the fundamental presence was that of the papacy, but for much of the eleventh century the papacy was unprepossessing at best. Individual popes connected by blood or allied politically with powerful families in central Italy weighed in on one side or another in the incessant and violent feuds that plagued the heavily encastellated region.

The career of Pope Benedict IX is emblematic of the moral standing of the papacy at the time. He enjoyed, if that is quite the word, three pontificates, 1032–44, 1045 and 1047–8. Not even a teenager, it seems, when first elected, he ended his third stretch on the papal throne widely considered to be an illegitimate occupant of the papal see, one who at one time or another, depending on the source of the information, had accepted money to resign or had resigned in order to marry or had given up the papal throne because he felt shame at the dissipations of his personal life. Whatever the truth, the disgust in imperial German circles at the situation was so great, and the Holy Roman Emperor Henry III’s determination to get control of affairs so firm, that at the Synod of Rome in 1046, Benedict’s resignation was not just accepted but acknowledged by formal deposition. His final pontificate, which obviously came after this date, pitted him against the candidates whom the emperor favoured and whom we now call Popes Clement II (1046–7) and Damasus II (1048).

Benedict’s deposition, the deposition of rival claimants and the election of bishops from German sees, like Clement II and Damasus II, were important steps in the more general reform of the papacy, a process that would make a still more decisive advance with the election of another German bishop, Leo IX, in 1049. But even in its unreformed state the papacy articulated some of the central ideological convictions of learned and powerful Christians. It was instrumental in keeping alive the dream of the recovery of the Holy Land and North Africa to Christian domination. Because of its possession of an enormous cache of relics of the saints, the papacy also encouraged pilgrimage from all over Christendom to the city of Rome. However poor and underpopulated Rome was, therefore, it still had the best claim of any Catholic city to be the capital of Latin Christendom and through the papacy’s presence played a pivotal role in preserving and enhancing the sometimes fragile unifying structures and beliefs of western Christian society.

*

Western Christian society, Catholic Christianity, Latin Christendom – all these terms imply a distinction, in the first between western and eastern, in the second between Catholic and Orthodox and, in the third, between Latin and Greek. All these distinctions need to be made, but the cleavage between western and eastern Christianity was not yet unbridgeable. To this extent, the year 1054 has been over-emphasized.

In that year the representatives of the pope of Rome, during a delegation to the bishop or patriarch of Constantinople, excommunicated him. The patriarch responded by excommunicating the pope. Both sides defended their actions by bringing up real though, up to then, 






























 


The phrase ‘Renaissance of the twelfth century’ achieved currency as a result of the work of Charles Homer Haskins, an American medievalist who used it as the title for a book describing the revival of learned Latin culture in the period 1050 to 1250. Haskins devoted little space to material culture, politics or vernacular literature but was well aware of the monumental changes that were occurring in these areas as well. He chose the word ‘renaissance’ partly to emphasize the renewed interest in the sophistication of Latin poetry and prose, an interest that harked back to a still earlier revival in the Carolingian period of the eighth and ninth centuries. But partly he wanted to make the polemical point that the Italian Renaissance was not quite so extraordinary as many of its enthusiasts who disparaged the Middle Ages made out. It was an appropriate and opportune moment (1927) to set out this argument.

Its polemical resonance now considerably softened, the phrase ‘Renaissance of the twelfth century’ – if we accept the breadth of the dating favoured by Haskins, acknowledge the new as well as the renewed in the period, and factor in reforms in religious life and vernacular culture – is an apt description of the era we shall now be exploring.






 


Because of the generous scope of dates given to the ‘Renaissance of the twelfth century’, 1050–1250, a great many of the issues addressed in Part II will continue to be prominent in the thirteenth century. Yet the thirteenth century also has a certain coherence of its own. It may not have been the ‘greatest of centuries’, as an American Catholic textbook written in the early twentieth century would have it, but it was typified by the careers of a number of exemplary figures and certain kinds of achievements that earlier generations of scholars thought of as characteristically medieval. It has been called the ‘Age of the Cathedrals’, the ‘Age of St Louis’, the ‘Age of Thomas Aquinas’, even the ‘Age of Synthesis’.

To explore the thirteenth century we shall begin with a look at the structure of society and its material and institutional underpinnings. Then we proceed to certain central themes, including the ongoing reform of the Church, the expansion of academic culture, political formations in the great kingdoms, developments in artistic and literary expression, and the continuing political encounter with Orthodoxy and Islam. In the end, our object is to imagine what it was like to have lived and died in the Europe of the thirteenth century.
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