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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

David Luscombe and Jonathan Riley-Smith

TAKEN together, the eleventh and twelfth centuries are a unique fulcrum in
the development of the medieval world. The relations between Latin Chris-
tendom, the Scandinavian world, the Byzantine empire and the world of Islam
underwent immense and sometimes conclusive changes in this period, and
the development of Europe, let alone of western Europe, cannot be studied in
isolation from that of her neighbours with whom there was increasing inter-
action. Throughout this volume we have tried to take a broad view of what
mattered in the relationships not only between western and eastern Europe,
but also between Europe, North Africa and the Middle East.

In order to attempt to account for the comprehensive changes and growth
that took place over this long period, differing kinds of discussions and nu-
merous chapters are required. This fourth volume of the the New Cambridge
Medieval History has two parts which are each of a length comparable with
the other volumes in this series. They are complementary to each other rather
than sequential: Part 1 focuses mainly on themes — themes in economic, so-
cial, governmental, ecclesiastical and cultural history — while Part 2 gives more
attention to government on a tetritorial or institutional basis.

In 1025, the year of the death of the emperor Basil II, Byzantium was at the
height of its power and had achieved its greatest territorial extent. Its empire
stretched from the Adriatic to the Caucasus, from the south of the Peloponnese
to the Gulf of Finland. Eastern Europe was linked to northern Europe by a
network of links in which the Vikings played a great part. The career of Harald
Hardrada of Norway illustrates the situation vividly: he and his warriors fought
for St Olaf, king of Norway, fought in the army of Jaroslav, ruler of Kiev, served
three Byzantine emperors in the Varangian guard and campaigned in Asia
Minor and Sicily. Harald married Jaroslav’s daughter, became king of Norway,
and died in the battle of Stamford Bridge near York in 1066, having attempted
to conquer England. But before the end of the century Byzantium was faced
by immense dangers, including disasters in the Balkans, defeats at the hands

I
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2 DAVID LUSCOMBE AND JONATHAN RILEY-SMITH

of the Turks in Asia Minor and the loss of lands in the south of Italy; and in
the north of Europe Scandinavia’s ascendancy over her neighbours in war and
trade had come to an end.

Most of western Europe in the earlier part of this period was distinctly
backward in comparison with parts of North Africa and the Middle East.
There was far less commercial activity and far less urban life in the west,
whereas there was vigorous trade in the eleventh century between the Arabs
who lived in Spain, Tunisia, Sicily and Egypt. Cairo and Constantinople had
far larger populations than any city in the west. In eleventh-century Italy there
was repeated and widespread disintegration and dissolution of dynastic powers,
of counties and marches. In their place local protection was provided by the
military forces of bishops, monasteries, communities of canons or owners of
lands. But in many ways this was to cease to be the position by the twelfth
century. The growth of towns and city-states was conspicuous in northern Iraly.
In Flanders and the Rhineland also, urban growth was strong. It was stimulated
by a dramatic growth of population, increased agricultural productivity, the
cultivation of new land, the formation of new villages, the development of
manufacture, and the growth of trade both within and beyond Europe. Of
course, the pace and scale of these developments varied considerably in time
and place, and peripheral regions such as Scotland and Ireland, Hungary and
Lithuania, were not urbanised so much. To explain the different speeds of
economic advance is an elusive task since it touches upon the shared but
hidden aspirations of families and the workings of slow climatic amelioration
as well as upon the fixed facts of geography. The consequences of economic
growth, however, extended beyond western Europe and had an immeasurable
impact upon relationships with neighbouring civilisations.

In the Baltic area, Scandinavian trade with Russia came to be eclipsed by the
rise of trade organised from Germany and Flanders. With the Norman conquest
of England came the perception of a new military and commercial superiority
enjoyed in a new and highly entrepreneurial Anglo-Norman ‘empire’ which
gained domination in Wales, Scotland and Ireland. Such an aggressive and
developmental mentality was commonly to be found in north-west Europe,
where lands were reclaimed from the sea or from forests, settlers were invited to
work on them, and new towns were founded, castles built and trade promoted.
Similarly, in the Mediterranean world Italian coastal cities such as Pisa, Genoa
and Venice fought for commercial markets both in Byzantium and in Muslim
countries. Muslim rulers were forced out of Sardinia and the Balearic islands
and suffered setbacks in North Africa. Normans were prominent in ending
Muslim and Greek rule in Sicily and south Italy. The great expansion of Le6n-
Castile after the fall of Toledo in 1085 facilitated further military conquests in
Muslim Spain as well as migration, colonisation and settlement. Italian traders

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Introduction 3

benefited greatly from the achievements of the crusaders in gaining control of
the coastal towns in the Holy Land from the end of the eleventh century. Trade
between the north and the south of Europe also developed on a considerable
scale, especially in the exchange of woollen and linen goods. Maritime traffic
in the Bay of Biscay also developed. Fairs grew up at which long-distance
merchants gathered. Within towns, traders came to dominate government;
communes and guilds were formed.

Governmentally, the period is broadly one of progress within western Europe
in the sense that many lordships and kingdoms, despite setbacks and shifts,
grew together in solidarity and developed a stronger sense of community.
There is abundant evidence of conflicts and of abuses of power by despotic
lords, but even strife and despotism were set within a framework in which there
was also understanding of customs, linguistic identities and liberties. In rural
societies peasants and serfs, although subordinate, did not lack rights. Castles
ensured military domination by lords but also provided civil administration.
Urban communes also promoted such solidarity with the creation of guilds
and fraternities. Royal government in France and England was immeasurably
stronger at the end of the period than it had been at the beginning of the
eleventh century, but in Germany the position of the monarchy was more
ambiguous and complex.

Legal developments mirror the changes that took place in every sphere of
government. Historians have traced these developments in the light of a grow-
ing trend to supplement oral traditions and unwritten customs with written,
and with new, legislation. An example is the phasing out in northern Europe,
slowly and only by the end of the period, of trials by ordeal in favour of ra-
tional procedures for evaluating evidence. Written laws were no novelty, but
the making, the imposition and the interpretation of new, written laws — in
the form of statutes, assizes and constitutions — increasingly required trained
officials. Stimulating these changes were many factors ranging from the de-
velopment of trade, which required regulatory procedures, to the growth of
national monarchies and to the success of schools in inculcating professional
attitudes in administration and government. Legal thinking and procedures
were increasingly applied to thought and debate about basic human activities
such as marriage, contracts and the holding of property. Law schools, partic-
ularly in southern Europe, developed the systematic teaching of both Roman
law and canon law. In the modern English-speaking world, the ‘common law’,
which is such a pronounced feature of modern English law, descends from the
law which applied throughout the kingdom of England from the time of King
Henry II (1154-89) and which was the king’s law. In Italian cities the courts of
law also promoted common law through the sharing of practice on the basis
of the written /ibri feudorum. The development of law contributed to social
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4 DAVID LUSCOMBE AND JONATHAN RILEY-SMITH

cohesion and to community life within cities and kingdoms; the growth of
the canon law contributed to the unification of the Latin church and to those
parts of Europe where it was dominant.

Consolidation and expansion require war as well as peace. At the beginning
of the eleventh century, Adalbero, bishop of Laon in northern France, expressed
his vision of the three orders in the house of God on earth: those who work,
those who fight and those who pray. The second of these orders included lords
and kings, soldiers and knights. The latter in particular were coming to form
an order, the military order within which a specific status and specific ways of
fighting were associated with knighthood and chivalry. The development of the
use of heavy cavalry in military operations promoted the formation of an elite
of well-armed and aristocratic knights; in turn this elite was promoted by its
possession of castles and of local power. We generalise — but to reinforce a point:
the growth of knightly power spread violence and horrifying brutality, but also
provoked measures to disperse and to control it. In place of the experience
of invasions and raids from Magyars, Vikings and Muslims, knightly violence
was increasingly exported into Spain, Sicily, north-east Europe and the Holy
Land, and from France into England in 1066. Moreover, the church sought to
direct its use.

For centuries warfare had played a role in the maintenance of Christian
peace. It was the duty of kings to preserve justice and to protect the church as
well as others from a sinful world. However, in the eleventh century, churchmen
developed ideas about ways in which the church itself could fulfil these tasks.
Fighting Muslims in Spain and in south Italy in the eleventh century was set
into a context which included a sense of reform and of legitimate defence
of Christian peoples and places, especially in the Holy Land. The papacy in
the eleventh century recruited ‘knights of St Peter’ and associated them in
the protection of pilgrimages and of Christian communities. Already in 1074
Pope Gregory VII prepared for an expedition to help to relieve Christians in the
east from Muslim rule. The justification of fighting non-Christians in defence
of Christian belief and believers came to incorporate the conviction that such
activity was a means to salvation for the warrior, indeed a duty that fell upon
the church because of the harm being caused to Christ himself. In this way just
Christian warfare was seen as a part of the religious life, not a duty that fell upon
all who were professed in religion, but a duty which came to be attached to
those who took the cross and who formed the new milicarised religious orders.

Between the early eleventh century and the late twelfth, the shape and
strength of the Latin church was fundamentally transformed. The functions
of kings and bishops were and always remained complementary and interpen-
etrating, but the limits to what kings might do in ecclesiastical matters were
vigorously asserted by ecclesiastical reformers who sought a clear-cut separation
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of spiritual authority from lay power. A decline in the power of the German em-
perors and a remarkable growth of papal government occurred between 1024,
when Conrad II became the first Salian king of Germany, and 1099, when
Pope Urban II died. Moreover, the federation of bishoprics and provinces was
restructured and more sharply defined as an integrated network developed of
jurisdictions descending from the Roman papacy through archbishops and
bishops down to territorial parishes. Towards the end of the period this juris-
diction was beginning to be exercised through church courts; the canon law
had developed hugely.

Reform of the church is one of the central facts of the history of the eleventh
century because of its many wide and deep ramifications. It should not be seen
only, or even primarily, in the light of conflict between papacy and empire or of
an investiture contest. This is not to deny that the distinction between spiritual
authority and lay power mattered enormously and that what this distinction
meant to different people lay at the heart of many polemics and quarrels and of
much thought and scholarship. Royal investiture of a prelate with his staff and
ring as well as the performance of homage by the prelate to the king were firmly
established practices that displayed the king’s pious care for the church and
the prelate’s considerable responsibilities for the welfare of the kingdom. The
reformers were right to question the grip that lay rulers had on the church and
its property and to seek liberty. They were right to level the charge of simony
against many who had been consecrated. Lay rulers, on the other hand, sought
and needed the cooperation of prelates and clergy rather than an upheaval into
which were injected the claims of Rome to a primacy which was supported by
the activities of papal legates and their holding of councils.

In reality, the contest between papacy and empire — a contest which is
reflected and extended in other more localised disputes such as those be-
tween the English crown and the archbishops Anselm and Thomas Becket
of Canterbury — is a symptom and a manifestation of deeper urges and anxi-
eties about decline and reform. It is not the root cause of reform or of opposition
to it. There was, for example, a deepening divergence of outlook towards the
past, in particular towards the Christian empire in antiquity. To supporters of
Pope Gregory VII the Emperor Constantine I was a figure who exemplified the
surrender of imperial sway over the clergy and of control over the endowments
of the church; as the Donation which bears his name claims, Constantine
endowed the church generously with lands in central and southern Italy, and
it flourished. Rome, in particular, was adorned with splendid church build-
ings. For reformers in the eleventh century, inspired by this idealised version
of Constantine’s patronage as well as by surviving examples of early Chris-
tian buildings, the spectacle of Henry III deposing three popes in a row, of
southern and central Italy now torn apart by German, Norman and Muslim
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militias, of the limited jurisdiction able to be exercised in the lands of St Peter,
all this roused a strong ambition to halt a decline and to restore a golden age.
Reform was renewal, and this included economic revival and a spate of build-
ing and repair. To contemporary imperialists, on the other hand, the history
of Christian empire looked quite different: the Franks had saved the papacy
from the Lombards, Charlemagne had revived the empire in the west, and his
successors had created, endowed and — crucially — protected churches which
would not have survived but for them. The German emperor was the patricius
Romanorum, the Romans’ protector.

The quest into history involved the scrutiny of the texts bequeathed by the
authorities, these being the Bible, the Church Fathers, the decisions of popes,
emperors and councils. These were collected and arranged by many but from
differing starting points, with differing aims and with differing interpretations.
Establishing — or destroying — the authenticity of texts or their relative impor-
tance or their permanent value or the universality of their relevance proved
to be a challenge and certainly provided work for many scholars. Since the
western church had in past centuries been more loosely united and governed
than it was to be in the centuries to come, there were many local varieties of
discipline and practice which competed for recognition now as a universal and
durable norm.

The desire for religious reform and the renewal of ecclesiastical structures and
practice welled up from many different springs, so widely spread throughout the
west thatitisan impossible task for any historian at present to provide an overall
explanation of how it occurred or why. Organised communities of monks, nuns
and canons fulfilled many functions. They existed for prayer and catered for
others — for guests, for pilgrims, for pupils in schools and for the aged. No one
in the year 1000, even in the year 1100, would have expected the changes and
upheavals that were to come within the monastic world. Important and secure
institutions survived; others were newly created. But none was untouched by
competition. There was a phenomenal growth in their number, in the numbers
of men and women living the religious life, and in the diversity of ways in which
they did so. Religious communities dedicated to works of active charity gained
more prominence alongside contemplatives. As with so many of the changes
in differing walks of life during the eleventh century, the upshot was a growing
range of choice for those with the freedom to choose. There was some argument
about which changes were for the good and which for the worse, but flexibility
was shown in the face of diversity. Religious communities, however humble
and however isolated, need some patronage, and patrons themselves are one
of the factors which explain variations and developments. Monastic expansion
was also a key feature in the general expansion of western church and society
into and beyond the peripheral parts of Europe.
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From Lund to Palermo and from Iona to Kiev, Europe was unquestionably
Christianised in the sense that very many human lives were touched by Chris-
tian practices, although there were also many communities of Muslims and
Jews as well as significant pagan communities (e.g. in the Baltic region and
Hungary). The history of popular Christianity in the period is both richly doc-
umented and tantalisingly obscure. The building and rebuilding of churches
took place with a frequency and on a scale that proves the need to provide for
widespread use. On the other hand, the general level of understanding of basic
Christian doctrine by the laity as well as the clergy is virtually impossible to
assess. [t may be assumed, however, that the main elements of Christian faith,
such as the life and death of Christ, the notion of sin and penance, and the
prospect of heaven or hell were widely familiar among the former and that
liturgical and sacramental actions were also familiar to the later.

There were, however, to be new stresses and excesses. One was the straining of
relationships in the Mediterranean world between Latin and Greek Christians
that was seen to have grown into a schism by the third quarter of the twelfth
century and that was then compounded by the establishment of Latin bishops,
churches and monasteries in the Byzantine empire following the Latin conquest
of Constantinople in 1204. Another was the hostility between Christians and
their Jewish neighbours which became evident in the Rhineland during the
early crusades. A third was the mounting recurrence of challenges to one or
other aspect of the authorised teaching and practices of Catholic Christianity.
Such challenges were directed against important particulars, but they led to the
formation of groups such as the Waldensians, who still exist today as a church,
and the Albigensian Cathars who turned back to the Manichean heresy.

The preaching of the First Crusade at Clermont by Pope Urban II on 27
November 1095 and the capture of Jerusalem by Latin forces on 15 July 1099
are among the clearest indications that both a strengthened papacy and an
expansionist Christendom were eager and able to tilt the scales against Islam in
a new theatre of war, the Holy Land itself. The resurgence of western European
influence in the Mediterranean world towards the end of the eleventh century
took many forms besides that of crusade, and included commercial, military,
colonial and monastic activity. These all form the background to the age of
the crusades which was now to begin. The liberation of the Christians living
in the holy places under Muslim domination in formerly Byzantine lands was
an extension of the ambition to subjugate the Muslim enemies of the church
who had ruled over Christians living in Spain and Sicily and elsewhere in the
Mediterranean world. With the ushering in of crusades to the Holy Land there
was a considerable increase in the efforts made in every western country to raise
money and to encourage the recruitment of men who would take the cross as
well as to realise the potential for colonisation and commerce. Early losses in
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the east — Edessa in 1144, Jerusalem in 1187 — meant that such efforts became
permanent. The crusades also opened a new chapter in the history of the
relationships between Byzantium and the west. On the one hand, Byzantium
looked for help from the west against Turkish advances in Asia Minor that
were facilitated by the capture of Manzikert in 1071 and that culminated in
the taking of Nicaea in 1078. On the other hand, the Latin capture and sack
of Constantinople in 1204, and the attendant creation of a Latin empire of
Constantinople — the ground for both events had been long prepared — has
been described as the last of the barbarian invasions of the Roman empire.

This period is a turning point in the relationships between Islam, Byzantium
and the Latin west. We have in this volume laid emphasis on the fact that in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries Christendom and Europe are not coterminous;
nor is Latin Catholicism coterminous with western Europe, nor Islam with
North Africa and the Middle East. There were large numbers of Christians
who lived under Muslim rule in Syria, Palestine, Mesopotamia, Iran, Egyptand
Africa. Normally they were not persecuted. For many of them the crusades from
the west — unlike the Turkish advances — were not a turning point. Those who
lived in the Holy Land came under crusader rule during the twelfth century, but
for Christians living both beyond the rule of Byzantium and beyond the reach
of the crusades —among them the members of the Armenian and the Nestorian
churches — their relationships with Islam and with Byzantium pursued different
lines of development from those found in Europe and the Holy Land.

Many Muslims lived in Europe then as today. Large parts of Spain and Por-
tugal, the Balearics, Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily and the south of Italy had Muslim
populations. As Professor Kennedy writes (below, p. 599): ‘In the year 1000
the caliphate of Cérdoba was almost certainly the richest and most powerful
polity in western Europe. .. Only in Constantinople could a comparable state
be found.” The eleventh century witnessed radical changes, not only through
the advances made by Christian states in the north of Spain and through the
fall of Toledo to Christians in 1085, but also through the disintegration of the
Umayyad caliphate in Cérdoba in the first quarter of the century. Yet Andalu-
sia remained under Muslim control. That it did so serves as a reminder of
the influence of developments in North Africa upon the history of southern
Europe, and of limits to the steady growth of Latin domination of the Mediter-
ranean world. The rise of the Almoravids in Morocco — they founded the city
of Marrakesh in 1070 — enabled them to control the whole of Andalusia by
1104. The Muslims in al-Andalus remained dependent upon the Almoravids
and then upon their successors in North Africa, the Almohads. Ibn Rushd or
Averroes (1126—98), one of the very greatest scholars of the twelfth century, lived
in Cérdoba. His commentaries on Aristotle were soon to be widely known in
the Latin universities. Only in 1182, in his later years, did he leave Spain for

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



Introduction 9

Marrakesh. The Straits of Gibraltar, like the English Channel at this time, were
not a frontier but a connecting sea-way within an ‘empire’. Sicily and south
Italy, on the other hand, came under Norman domination and became an in-
tersection for Arab, Greek, Latin and Frankish cultures. Even in the late twelfth
century many Muslims and ex-Muslims supported the Norman administra-
tion in Sicily by providing it with the sophisticated skills that Norman barons
lacked. There were common links and traditions that united Jews and Muslims,
whether they lived in Europe or elsewhere in the Mediterranean world. We
have therefore included accounts of Muslims and Jews both in western Europe
and in western Islam.

The Jews in Europe, like the Muslims, are a key element in the civilisation of
medieval Europe. In the Muslim world Jews spoke and wrote Arabic, although
Hebrew was the language of the Bible and of their liturgy; in Christian Europe
Jews did notadopt the languages of their non-Jewish neighbours to the same ex-
tent. That they formed a distinct element, and lived within semi-autonomous
enclaves, does not diminish their importance. Jews suffered persecution in the
twelfth century at the hands of Christians as well as — although to a lesser
extent — of Almohads. Polemical writing by both Christians and Jews appears
from the late eleventh century and no doubt signifies a background of run-
ning disputes. However, in southern France and in Italy Jewish communities
were long established and their security was rarely threatened by tensions with
non-Jews. In the Iberian peninsula, Jewish communities survived the transi-
tion from Muslim to Christian rule wherever this occurred. Very rarely did
any Jew possess political power in Europe or present any political challenge.
Throughout Europe, and especially in southern Europe, Jews were able to
achieve prominence in commerce, banking and medicine. Indeed, it is prob-
able that Christian restrictions on money lending gave Jewish financiers an
advantage that was not usually outweighed by the financial burdens that they
were at times made to bear. This period is particularly significant in the history
of Jewry in western Europe for two reasons. First, Jewry became established
in north-west Europe, although more weakly than in the south. Second, the
decline of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in the eleventh century, which led to a loosen-
ing of ties between western and eastern Islam, had a similar effect upon Jewish
communities. Nevertheless, there was an efflorescence of Jewish cultural acti-
vity in western Europe and it was not concentrated only in the south. The
greatest of the medieval Jewish expositors of the Bible was Rashi of Troyes
(1040-1105). Rashi’s esteem for the literal sense of Scripture was influential
among contemporary and later Christian exegetes such as Andrew, a canon of
the abbey of St Victor at Paris (d. 1175), who consulted Jewish rabbis and used
Rashi’s commentaries. Arab scholarly works also came to be consulted and
translated into Latin on a growing scale. Western translators in the eleventh
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and twelfth centuries tended to take from Islamic and Jewish culture elements
that were related to their own. What prompted them to do so may be parallel
tendencies appearing at roughly similar moments in their cognate cultures as
well as a common classical and biblical heritage.

In language and literature, outside of Muslim and Jewish circles, there is,
apparently, a paradox. On the one hand, local dialects and vernaculars were
becoming strong enough to support creative writing. On the other hand,
the Latin language enjoyed a golden age. Underlying this is the great use of
both Latin and the vernacular for many practical as well as imaginative pur-
poses. Latin, the common language of educated clergy, reinforced the cultural
and ecclesiastical unity of Europe. But, as in so many fields of life during the
period, the opportunity to make a choice was arriving, and literate people
could also opt to write in the vernacular. It is from the twelfth century that we
have the French romances written by Chrétien de Troyes and from the early
thirteenth-century Parzival written by Wolfram von Eschenbach. The writing
of romances and the cult of chivalry develop together; earlier sagas and epics
or chansons de geste — such as the Chanson de Roland — were also written down
but came to typify a world that was being lost.

The eleventh and twelfth centuries are the time when Romanesque art and
architecture reached their zenith in all parts of western Europe; the twelfth
is the century when the Gothic style began to flourish in the north. In the
Mediterranean world the traditions which flourished in Byzantium were pow-
erful also in Spain and especially in Sicily and Venice. To some extent the
Romanesque style is the artistic counterpart of the renaissance in other fields
of the legacy of classical antiquity. The transition from rounded to pointed
forms is the most noticeable feature of the turn from Romanesque to Gothic;
the change is noticeable in calligraphy as well as in arcades and vaults. What
determined this change — aesthetic considerations were certainly important —
is debatable. The planning of castles also evolved dramatically. Buildings and
their decoration provide some of the most powerful statements of principle
made in the period. All castles and all churches proclaim respectively lordship
and faith, but often a particular interpretation was put on the basic message.
The stark unadorned simplicity of early Cistercian monastic buildings was
in keeping with the reforming strictness of the new movement; the sumptu-
ous mosaics found in Sicily proclaim the ambitions of the Norman rulers to
emulate the empire of Byzantium.
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CHAPTER 2

THE RURAL ECONOMY AND
DEMOGRAPHIC GROWTH

Robert Fossier

THE long period extending from 1050-80 to the dawn of the thirteenth century
is often described as an ‘age of great progress’, and those who favour economic
terminology locate the take-off of European history within it.

Indeed, a survey of the various domains of human activity reveals all the
signs of a taking wing, which would not be checked for a long time to come.
The soldiers, priests, farmers and merchants of the west, who had previously
been confined within the Carolingian empire or on its margins, penetrated
as far as northern Scandinavia, to the heart of the Slav lands, to the south of
Spain and to Sicily. They were to be found even in the Near East or in the
Maghreb; the Mediterranean basin seemed once again to be Christian, as were
the areas on the Baltic and the North Sea. Congregations were brought under
the control of the Roman Catholic church, and of the monasteries; instruction
was to be had at the universities, and was increasingly open to Jewish and
Islamic culture; Romanesque and, later, Gothic edifices had an impact upon
every parish. As for the social context, once the threshold of the year 1000 was
crossed, the seigneurie in all its myriad forms seemed well adjusted to ruling or
ordering populations, whether rural or not.

The most obvious effect of this newly flourishing condition was the triumph
in the west of a common frame of mind, from which fear and doubt had all
but faded. There was less anxiety over spiritual matters, a greater intellectual
dynamism and, gradually, a sense of a more harmonious social existence. Faith
was no longer simply submission to a terrible God, nor was charity a guarantee
of salvation or hope an anguished appeal to the unknown. Worship was now
directed at a divinity who was at work, a Deus artifex, and believers placed
their trust in reciprocal acts of generosity, and their hopes in contacts between
equals. In short, the cardinal virtues had become the motors of human action,
the bases of a society in which the dominant hierarchy had to provide room
for conviviality, and for matters of common concern. It would be an error,
however, to imagine a golden age, for this was still a society bounded on all

II
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sides by the violence of the strongest, by the quest for profit, by blackmail of the
weak, and even by moral depravity or stupidity. Yet historians are unanimous
in their judgement regarding the progress achieved after 900, or even 1000.
To enquire more deeply into the underlying causes of the manifest accel-
eration of a process already discernible in the tenth century would involve us
in debates which are of doubtful relevance to the topic in hand, and which
have anyway been touched upon in vol. 111 of this series. None the less, two
crucial elements underlie all of the phenomena referred to above, and, even if
they were not themselves the cause of economic take-off in Europe, were at
any rate its indispensable preconditions. It is therefore with the study of, first,
the dramatic increase in population and, second, the unprecedented surge in
agricultural production that this volume ought logically to begin.

THE HUMAN FLOOD

Even allowing for the obvious difference between, for example, rich, muddy
plains and ‘desertlike’ mountains or forests, there was a general increase in
population, reflected as much in the rebuilding of city walls as in the prolif-
eration of new villages or in the colonisation of previously uncultivated areas.
These processes are in evidence among the Celts, the Germans, the Iberians,
the Scandinavians, the Italians and the Slavs, and no similar burst of energy
would occur in Europe until the end of the eighteenth century.

Testimonies

Historians used to have great difficulty in counting men, even in the ‘Carolin-
gian clearing’, but there is now firm evidence upon which to rely. Admittedly,
only one source would seem fully to satisfy a demographer’s curiosity, namely,
the remarkable inquest undertaken in each and every village by William the
Conqueror, in 1086, in those parts of the British Isles over which he held
sway. Nothing in Europe prior to the fourteenth century can compare with
Domesday Book, which even permits study of the evidence across a twenty-
year timespan. It matters little whether the Conqueror’s motives were primarily
military, economic or fiscal, for the fact remains that this unique document
has spawned a vast bibliography. From the 276,000 informants we learn much
about the million and a half (or more) subjects of William the Conqueror,
their families, their equipment, their goods, their status and, more generally,
the condition of eleventh-century England. There is less to go on in other parts
of Europe, but archives are full of account rolls, usually of ecclesiastical origin,
which list tenants and taxpayers, sometimes over a period of time. These may be

found almost everywhere: in England (Evesham, Bath, Bury St Edmunds), in
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Germany (Fulda, Freising, Tegernsee), in Lorraine (Metz, Verdun, Gorze), in
the Kingdom of France (Gand, Noyers), in Spain (Braga, Urgel) and in Italy
(Farfa, Subiaco).

In addition, the number of deeds recording land transactions, whether sales,
gifts or leases, everywhere increased, and especially between 1120 and 1150. They
featured thousands of lists of donors or of witnesses, along with fragmentary
references to family structure, for a laudatio parentum was used throughout this
period. It was then that the high and mighty, concerned to place their authority
on a sound footing, had their genealogies recorded, in Italy, in northern France
and in the Loire valley, as if they were conscious of the general increase in
population. Archaeology does not want for proof of this either. For, in spite
of the increasingly common practice of burial in wooden coffins, which is
especially detrimental to the preservation of bones, excavations of cemeteries
in Scandinavia, Ireland, Hungary and Poland — in other words, in those areas
where the displacement of the cemetery occurred only belatedly — testify to the
increasing number of human remains in this period. Furthermore, the evidence
from literature, which by its very nature is not concerned with figures, sheds
light, if only in passing, on the crowds which thronged around the gates of
a town or which followed on the heels of a prince. One thus gains a vivid
impression of teeming masses.

None the less, we are concerned here with a ‘pre-statistical’ age and, with the
sole exception of England, absolute figures are lacking. American, German and
Italian researchers have speculated as to the total population of western Europe
between 1050 and 1200, their estimates varying dramatically and ranging from
40 or 55 million to 60 or 65 million over a century and a half, with a subsequent
acceleration. Considered separately, the populations of the larger territorial
units are presumed to have grown, in the case of the British Isles from 1.5
million to over 2 million, in the case of France from 6 to 9 million, and in
the case of Germany and Italy from s to 7 million. As the reader may have
gathered, this amounts to a rise of 50 per cent, reaching 100 or 150 per cent in
the thirteenth century.

We can, however, be more precise when, in regions with more reliable
documentary sources, the thythm of growth is perceptible from one ‘generation’
to another, at any rate where boys (who alone receive regular mention in the
texts) are concerned. Here estimates are more exact, with a non-cumulative
annual thythm of 0.2 to 0.5 being posited for twelfth-century England, and
0.4 t0 0.6 for France and Germany during the same period. It is worth noting
that these figures give a rate of growth higher than the overall estimate quoted
above. This is all the more the case when you consider that English, Belgian
and French scholars have reckoned an average number of children for a fertile
couple to be, between 1050 and 1100, around five or five and a half boys, rising
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to from five to seven in the course of the following century. On the basis of
these figures, I would deduce two crucial facts: first, that infant mortality was
devastatingly high, as the cemeteries bear witness, running at 25 to 30 per cent
for children under two years old, and that this acted as a powerful brake on
growth; and, second, that the proportion of sterile or celibate couples was
large, undoubtedly amounting to a third of the population. It is not hard to
grasp what the psychological or, indeed, the juridical consequences of these
phenomena must have been.

We should none the less not lose sight of the central fact that between
1000 and 1300 the population of western Europe more than doubled, and
here and there even quadrupled. Still more impressive, since it has not been
repeated subsequently in European history, is the duration of this growth. If
one were obliged to identify a narrowly human cause, it would no doubt lie in
the thoroughly ‘natalist’ model of marriage current during this period, a topic
evidently requiring more extended discussion.

Differences in rates of growth may be due to temporal discrepancies, for
which a historian can unfortunately offer no explanation, save perhaps by
invoking the uneven survival of source materials. Thus, as was noted in vol. 111
chapter 2, the spurt evident from 950, or before, would seem to have had no real
impact until after 1040—60 in central France or in northern Spain, and until
after 1060-80 in northern and eastern France. Economic take-off in England
or in the Rhineland had to wait until 111020, with Brittany and most areas of
Germany being unaffected until the middle of the twelfth century. From this
moment on, however, no important zone could fail to be influenced by this
formidable new impetus.

The evidence regarding everyday life

Cemeteries are not markedly more informative for this period than they were
for the previous centuries. People were shorter than we are, with a sturdier
bone structure, especially evident in women’s legs and pelvis. Improvements in
osseous tissue may, however, reflect the advent of a more balanced diet after the
year 1000. Narrative and iconographic sources from the Romanesque period
are relatively plentiful, but they do not tell us much that we did not already
know. With painted or sculpted figures, and the depiction of characteristic
features, there is a greater concern with representing the function or social role
of a person than with visual realism. Where verbal description was concerned,
among poets in the Iberian peninsula or in the zone where the langue d’oc was
spoken, and among the troubadours of north-west Europe or of Germany, we
find only caricatures, which invariably flatter lady and knight, while denigrating
the peasant.
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Some aspects of everyday life are none the less discernible through the mist,
and indicate a degree of progress. Longevity, for example, increased, but it
makes little sense, given the very high rates of infant mortality, to define it in
terms of some general notion of life expectancy. We should concentrate, in fact,
upon the average age at death for men, since we know less about this in the case
of women, who gave birth so often and in such unhygienic conditions that they
were still more prone to disease. Fifty or fifty-five years was a lifespan readily
attained by the great and the powerful, who did not always take the best care
of themselves. This would be true of kings or prelates, who were constantly on
the move, and of fighting men active on the field of battle or in tournaments.
Emperors lived, on average, fifty-two years, English kings fifty-three, and the
Capetian monarchs fifty-six. Clerics, who were not by any means sedentary,
beat all the records, with the abbots of Cluny living well past eighty. More
telling still is the fact that, in 1194, an appraisal of the men at arms in the
service of the king of France shows that 10 per cent of the sergeants were under
twenty, 56 per cent were between twenty-one and thirty-nine, a further 20 per
cent were in their forties, while 14 per cent were over fifty, each and every one
of them still bearing arms.

There is perhaps some link between this lengthening of active lifespan and
the demonstrable improvement in diet. Admittedly, bread still predominated.
The Cistercians were entitled to 300 grams a day, and during a famine in or
around 1125, the good Count Charles of Flanders arranged for a kilo to be
given to each poor person. However, some historians have posited an increase
in the proportion of animal protein in the diet, until it accounted for 1600
calories out of a total of 4000. Excavations of refuse dumps from this period
in northern Germany (Potsdam, Liibeck) reveal a rise in the consumption of
beef (between st and 69 per cent), believed to be a better source of energy,
a standstill in that of pork (27-36 per cent, depending upon the site), which
was heavy and oxidising, and the virtual disappearance of mutton and venison
(4—12 per cent). If the tenth century was, in Lynn White’s words, ‘stuffed full of
peas’, then the twelfth was weighed down by sides of beef. A word of caution is,
however, in order here. The famine of 1033—s, which saw the eating of human
flesh, may well have been the last general dearth to have occurred on a large
scale in the west, but Flemish, Angevin and Toulousain chroniclers describe
both the famines of 1095, 1125, 1144, 1160 and 1172, which were doubtless
local, and that of 1195—7, which was general. These calamities arose, it may be
allowed, because supplies were inadequate, and because it was impossible to
rectify shortages on a regional basis, but it was also the case that population
grew at such a rate as to outstrip the overly sluggish growth in the production
of foodstuffs. Renart, in the very middle of the twelfth century, was after all
forever worrying about his next meal.
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Whether sated or still ravenous, men certainly enjoyed better health dur-
ing this period, and the decalcified skeletons characteristic of the Carolingian
‘renaissance’ were now less often to be found in burial grounds. Yet the study
of miracles of feeding or healing, and the fragmentary information we have
regarding the death of notables, shows that the threshold of vulnerability had
merely been shifted a little. People succumbed to digestive disorders, dysentry,
cirthosis and diarrhoea among them, rather than to dearth as such. Fractures of
fragile bones decreased, while nervous disorders, shingles, epilepsy and madness
proliferated. Where Sigebert of Gembloux refers to ‘pestilence’, in Lotharingia
in 1090, we have no hesitation in identifying an outbreak of cholera, latching
on to an already debilitated intestinal system. Likewise, ‘Saint Anthony’s Fire’,
which was precipitated by ergot-infested barley and which wreaked havoc in
the Rhine and Rhoéne valleys between 1090 and 1110, took its name from the
fevers and hallucinations unleashed by the disordering of the central nervous
system occasioned by this parasitical fungus.

However, these diseases, whether spread by real or by imagined contagion,
would seem not to have disturbed men as much as did leprosy. This condition,
known in the west since antiquity, flared up again after 10901100, perhaps
on account of the crusaders’ contacts with the east, where the problem was
endemic. The leper — known through a corruption of Lazarus as a ladre or a
lazar — suffered striking disfigurement or mutilation, and the illness was so
contagious that it could even be transmitted by objects that had been touched.
Isolated or confined in lazar-houses or maladreries (of which by around 1200
there were almost a hundred on the Ile de France), lepers were in effect regarded
as the living dead, and received no care at all. It has been estimated that up
to 2 per cent of the population may have been affected. However, a gathering
of leprous witnesses, summoned by King Mark in order to surrender Isolde to
them, or again a king of Jerusalem, raises the possibility that the condition was
sometimes confused with spectacular but non-infectious skin conditions.

The family framework

Descriptions have already been given (vol. 111, chapter 2) for the period prior
to the year 1000, both of the protective role played by the family, and of its
constraining influence upon the individual. Here, then, I would simply add
that the marginalisation of the family clan continued, and was in practice
completed. The decline in the kin group’s authority over the couple, especially
in the context — relatively easy to discern in the sources — of transfers of
landed property, was, however, realised only gradually, and with occasional
regressions to an earlier stage. When groups were taken in hand by especially
powerful individuals, as was the case in the Mediterranean zone, or when
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collective attempts at land reclamation occutred, as in Germanic territories,
in mountains or in areas recovered from the sea, there may well have been a
revival, albeit temporary, of fraternae, consorzii, joint-families and kin groups
of every sort. Yet 1130—50 was almost everywhere a turning point, for from then
on the proportion of acz or deeds requiring the involvement of a family group
dropped definitively from a half to a quarter, whether in Latium, in Picardy,
in Catalonia, in the Maconnais or in Bavaria. In the thirteenth century, the
proportion would fall still further, to no more than a few per cent.

The triumph of the individual or conjugal deed was in part brought about
by the church, especially in the Gregorian period (1070-1130), then again at
the end of the twelfth century and up to the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215.
Yet actual developments in economic structure were of equal importance. The
gathering together, whether spontaneously or under coercion, of peasants in
grouped villages was based upon the ‘coagulation’ of young couples escaping
from parental control, and the rural immigrants who began to settle in the
towns were likewise the emancipated fragments of a clan. The resulting changes
in the social fabric of village or urban quarter, indeed in the organisation of
labour, which was no longer ‘demesnial’ but domestic, precipitated a shift in
production and distribution.

One should, however, note that the desperate attempts made in the twelfth
century by aristocratic families to reconstitute or even to invent genealogies
and alliances, the prosecution in a number of ‘lineages’ of a ‘matrimonial strat-
egy designed to reinforce the vigour and homogeneity of the blood group,
disdaining canonical prescriptions or even incest within the seventh degree,
show that the dominant elements in society fiercely resisted this development.
Nothing less than the cohesion of the inheritance, and therefore of economic
or political power, was at stake. It is true that, at the other end of the social
scale, the juridical or financial obstacles to the free marriage of unfree men were
virtually insuperable, and in isolated zones such as mountain valleys endoga-
mous marriage was almost inevitable. Save where accessible through manorial
rolls in England, intrafamilial conflicts have not been much studied. Such
conflicts, generally turning upon material interests rather than upon marital
disputes, do however shed much light upon these structures. In the country-
side, three-quarters of the insults, brawls and murders which came before the
judges concerned feuds between kin groups, which sometimes formed coali-
tions and perpetrated assassinations one against the other. In the towns, the
proportion fell to around a half. Such implacable rivalries may, however, have
encouraged the courts to show mercy. For every hundred murderers acting on
their own or in a group, only 7 per cent were executed, while over 40 per cent
were exiled. The remainder got off with a few years of harsh imprisonment or
a cash payment.
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Just as the extended family had not yet lost its social and, more particularly,
its economic function, so too marriage uniting two future spouses consenting
through dilectio was not as yet, whatever the church maintained, a sworn
societas of consortes, a sacrament free from all outside interference. To begin
with, girls were often married, as we shall see below, at a tender age, and were
consequently less able to make a personal choice of their own. They were
still in this regard sub jugo paris, or under the guardianship of their fathers.
In addition, marriage breakdowns, for whatever reason, may well have been
likened, as at the council of London in 1096, to a breach of oath, and in 1215 at
the Lateran the church had to stipulate a delay before marriage, in the course
of which — these were the ‘bans’ — kinsmen could state their objections. In
addition, in a number of places, poverty or pressure from kin led the young
couple to reside with one or other set of parents, generally that of the man,
and this greatly restricted their freedom of action, not to mention, obviously,
traditional conflicts between mother and mother-in-law. Finally, local custom,
the mos contrahendi, though it required witnesses, one of whom had often to
be a priest, and a degree of publicity, might involve, as in Mediterranean areas,
the exchange of gifts between the two families. We are still a long way from a
genuinely free union.

The above observations lead on naturally to a discussion of the situation of
women, to which changes in mores, during the period surveyed here, were, on
balance, favourable. The qualification is necessary for, while long-established
guarantees in law such as dowries and dowers had not altered, too much
ought not to be made of various superficially more spectacular advances in
the condition of women. For example, the service of the lady so prominent
in the songs of the pays d’oc, or the courtly romances of the late twelfth
century, were in the end designed to celebrate masculine conquest of ‘women-
as-objects’. One may, in addition, take the cult of the Virgin, prosecuted with
great vigour by the Cistercians after 1130 or 1140, as an endorsement of the
role of mother, and therefore of the womb, but not everyone can be Mary.
Many of the devout were likewise drawn to Mary Magdalene, but there was
always something a little ambiguous about her cult. Finally, one should bear
in mind that the ‘matrimonial model’ of the twelfth century, which might join
a fifteen-year-old maid to a young ploughboy, or to an apprentice weaver, or
even to a future knight, any of whom would probably be over twenty-five years
old, placed young women in a situation of affective and economic dependence.
Where sexual relations were concerned, an innocent was tied to a man who
would generally have had the opportunity, and likewise the inclination, to
frequent prostitutes, with the blessing in fact of the church, since it preferred
prostitution to rape or to adultery.
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None the less, women’s circumstances had improved, in part because, being
then less numerous than men, they were more in demand and rarely remained
unmarried, and in part also because the new arrangements inside the house,
where they had exclusive control over hearth, larder and children, gave them
an authority which is not explicitly mentioned in any extant text, but which
men had certainly to acknowledge. Furthermore, lists of landholders attest
that women, whether daughters or widows, would, in certain circumstances,
own land (their share of the soil increasing in this period from 7 to 15 per
cent), and they also held undisputed sway over whole sectors of the economy
(for example, haymaking, spinning and basket-making). We will also never
know the degree to which, within a couple, the woman exerted sexual control.
Once the eleventh-century fashion against marriage, and then the Cathar crisis,
had passed, the church was tireless in promoting regular, socially responsible
procreation. Given the astonishing number of royal children (fourteen, for
example, in the case of Blanche of Castile), no sooner had women attained
puberty than they must have feared an uninterrupted succession of sometimes
dangerous pregnancies. Yet the vogue for manuals or devices for contraception,
the extraordinarily lengthy periods of suckling, the church’s outcries and threats
of punishment provide ample evidence for a freedom from sexual control which
seemed to make light of the supposed wishes of the Creator.

The legal framework

It is something of a relief for the historian to turn from the domain of private
life, which neither Grace nor the eye may readily penetrate, to that of law,
and especially where it is concerned with the management of property. In this
regard, the most pressing problem of the period was not that of the adminis-
tration of the conjugal patrimony. There is general agreement between a wide
range of texts and customary usages, perceptible as much in the Novellae of
Justinian as in subsequent versions, in the canon law compilations of Gratian
in northern Italy around 1140, or in the customs of northern Europe, initially
drafted by Glanvill in Normandy in 1180, or earlier still, in English common
law. The wife brought a dowry, which the husband would administer, even to
the point of squandering it; as a widow, she would have a dower which custom
fixed at one third or more of the goods of the husband. The church saw to
the observance of this custom. Admittedly, there was no lack of examples of
dowries that were not paid, of dowers reduced by the husband or contested
by heirs. Conversely, the practice of dispossessing a dowried girl of any inheri-
tance from her kin extended from the Channel to Sicily between 1080 and 1160.
However, when all was said and done, if the ‘baron’ managed both separate
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and joint property honestly, a couple would thrive. Besides, it goes without
saying that both these practices and these guarantees only affected those with
property; the others, who were in fact the majority, must by definition have
been free from surprise.

Matters became more complicated once death occurred. Should one share
out property, if possible on an equal basis between the children, while leaving
the widow a third in ‘customary portion’, or should one rather express one’s
own preferences, opting indeed for partial or total dispossession? Should one
follow the egalitarian customs of warrior peoples, the Celts or Germans, or
should one choose between legally recorded wills in the Roman fashion and
the (admittedly) unequal divisions envisaged by the Justinian code? Restraint
upon choice, through, for example, indivision, frérage or parage, may well suita
feudal world, preoccupied with continuity of service, or at a pinch with a large
fixed payment or farm. Yet conflicts, which might be contained in the short
term, would wreak havoc in the second generation. Choice became obligatory,
and solutions adopted even within a single region were so various as to defy
listing.

We are obviously better informed about the situation of those who owned a
substantial amount of property, and it is to this that the following remarks are
addressed. For the others, it was simply a question of prevailing usage, pressure
from kin or group interest, and here, more than in any other context, law was
a shell whose precise content is perforce obscure to us. Among the high and
mighty, especially if they held fiefs and offices, the rule giving the advantage
to the elder (or, to begin with, perhaps to one of the males without further
discrimination) was introduced, for obvious military and political reasons.
Male primogeniture was well established even before 1030, from Scotland to the
Loire, and, within a hundred years, would prevail among the whole aristocracy.
What, then, of the younger brothers? They would be left either the joint
property, or else the separate property brought by their mother; or else they
would be cast out, to swell the ranks of the ‘noble’ proletariat travelling in
search of land and wife on the highways or in the crusades. The shortcomings
of such practices are only too evident. What if a will was disregarded? What if
the elder son died? What if there were daughters without dowries? What if the
dowager were to remarry? What if there were children from several different
beds? I could extend this list still further. Indeed, a large part of what we call
feudal anarchy, that is to say, private wars, owed its origin almost entirely to
such complications. Acts of revenge, known as faida, vendetta or werra, could
of course have some other cause than family matters, but they were forever
being precipitated by the reorganisation of inheritances.

To ensure that all such usages were respected, something more than the
written law was of course required and, in countries where there was an oral

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The rural economy and demographic growth 21

tradition, one custom could always be played off against another. This is why
the most effective means to cement these groupings of family or friends was
a public oath accompanied by ritual gestures. The oath owed its prestige to
the fact that it was the obligatory path to salvation, and the breach of it
removed one from the community of Christian believers. Gestures derived their
power from the fact that holding, touching, giving and taking, whether hands,
lips, shoulders or a symbolic object were involved, represented a commitment
through the flesh which retraced in some way that of the soul. Christ himself
laid hands upon the sick man just as a king might place his upon a document
that he could not read.

The house

As the primary cell of family life, once the population had assumed a sedentary
mode of existence, the rural house begins in the eleventh and twelfth centuries
to reveal to us some of its structures, which would seem accurately to reflect
the evolution of the family. Archaeologists have excavated sites which were
sometimes first inhabited in the early middle ages, as in England (Chalton),
Germany (Warendorf) and France (Modeville), but the majority of villages
founded then were abandoned from the tenth century, and sometimes indeed
from as early as the eighth century. The huts which appeared alongside the
great Germanic or Anglo-Saxon halls, the remains of stone dwellings in the
Mediterranean villae, have generally disappeared. The villages arising out of
nucleation, that great phase of reordering of the habitat discussed in vol. 111, have
often survived up until the present day. Yet many, having been deserted at some
point between the fourteenth and the seventeenth centuries, have left sufficient
traces to allow us to reconstitute the twelfth-century house. Thus, at Wharram
Percy (Yorkshire), Gomeldon (Wiltshire), Pen er Malo (Morbihan), Rougiers
(Var), Hohenrode (Saxony), Husterknupp (the Rhineland), Brucato (Sicily),
and in a hundred other places, simple houses overwhelmingly predominate.
In spite of the obvious fascination of the topic, it would be a digression to
linger over building materials, roofing, the construction of walls or of storage
pits, for that would be to stray into pure archaeology. Three features with
obvious social consequences do, however, require emphasis. To begin with,
surface areas fell by more than a half, so that where the halls of West Stow
measured from 150 to 200 square metres, the houses at Rougiers were 50
square metres. The latter were designed to hold a conjugal family, the former
a group of several dozen persons. From this time on, livestock was located in
another place, removed from direct contact with men and placed in a stable
or a sheepfold, thus perhaps anticipating an agricultural complex. By the same
token, fire was brought inside the house. This was a momentous event, leading
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to hearths that were open or attached to the wall, with or without hoods, and
passing through a series of stages running on well past the period surveyed
here. From now on, however, the hearth stood at the very heart of the house,
being used for cooking, for getting warm, for the care of infants and the sick,
and for sitting around at night and refining the folklore of the village. For all
such activities the women bore the overwhelming responsibility. Henceforth,
‘fire’ was a word for a house, and although there is no text extant before the
thirteenth century which allows us to estimate how many such a rural building
might have held, the conjugal group with its still dependent offspring, say,
some six to eight children, could be taken as a plausible average.

The third feature may well have been, to begin with, less general and less
apparent, involving as it did the internal partitioning of what had up unil
then been a single hall. Ac first, this undoubtedly consisted of hangings on
poles, but it later became a panel made of planks closing off a chamber and
thus constituting a space to which a couple might retire, and so enjoy some
privacy. Once again, it was almost certainly the women who benefited most
from such a ‘camera’.

The above were peasant houses, built for those who worked in the fields. We
know, however, from the dig at Charavines (Is¢re), a site which was inhabited
for no more than three decades, from 1020 to 1050, that only a few refinements
in construction and a larger surface area distinguished those houses in which,
to judge by the furnishings, fighting men and the rich resided. It was therefore
somewhat later that a more striking contrast was perceptible between towers
rising above moats and the residences of the lowly. The famous account of the
chiteau d’Ardres (Pas de Calais), around 1120, mentions a tower so ordered
inside as to give a prominent place to bedrooms and kitchens, and nothing at
all to the garrison, which barely warrants a mention.!

The village

It is still harder to reconstruct the stages through which the village itself passed.
Nucleation, which first arose in the tenth century in southern Europe, and
which would only cross the Rhine in the twelfth century, has been subject
to so many variants or exceptions that archaeologists and historians are very
far from having arrived at a consensus. There are a number of unresolved
questions touching upon various different aspects. One of the most troubling
concerns the stages through which this agglomerated form may be presumed
to have passed, with scholarly opinion being divided as to whether the many
dispersed casaux in the Mediterranean countryside constitute the residues of

' Lambert of Ardres, Historia comitum Ghisnensium, c. 127.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



The rural economy and demographic growth 23

formerly inhabited sites or abortive regroupings. Were the three or four houses
at Charavines, prior to their abandonment, a ‘proto-village’ which had not yet
developed, or an isolated outpost? Were the three sites at Wharram Percy the
residues of eatlier shifts, or were they contemporary nuclei which had as yet not
fused? At what point, in the castelnaux of Gascony, were the fortified centre,
the ecclesiastical centre and the residences lying in between enclosed within
the same precinct? We also lack certain knowledge as to whether the church
linked the houses before or after they were first built; as to when precisely
burial began to serve psychologically to unite the living and the dead; and as
to whether the lord’s castle attracted artisans and agricultural labourers or, at a
later stage, prevailed upon them.

In spite of the hundreds of sites that have already been excavated (over
300 in England, over 200 in Germany), it would be premature to attempt
a classification. On the other hand, some features were to be found almost
everywhere by 1200, and it is worth listing them here. The internal structure
of the village, whether it was perched on a hill in Italy or disposed in a line in a
German forest, had certain elements in common. If we hesitate before applying
the term ‘village’ to earlier forms of settlement, it is precisely because they lacked
such elements. There was, to begin with, the meeting place, called in different
regions the area, the foro, the couderc or the green. The elders would gather
there, around the elm or the lime tree, and compile the history of the village.
There too the lord would decide upon the date of the harvest; there would be
held the small local markets, to which everyone, especially the seigneur himself,
would take their surplus; the common herd would also be rounded up there.
Almost everywhere we find other forms of fixity or of anchorage, which testify
to the existence of a communal life, among them smithies, wells, wash-houses
and cess-pits, although mills were generally separate. Both from texts, which
proliferated in the thirteenth century, and from archaeological evidence, we
know that villages had begun to mark out their territory with crosses, town
towers, and sometimes palisades (as at Etter) separating them from the fields.
As one retraces the slow and laborious development of customs and freedoms
agreed between the lord of the place and his men, one notes that the peasantry
was at pains from an early stage to safeguard its own ‘peace’ through the defence
of its own territory. It is probably justified to treat the amicitiae of northern
France, the consorzii and hermandades of the Mediterranean areas, and the
German Landfrieden, all of which flourished between 1100 and 1200, as being
primarily concerned with the defence of the community.

It would seem to be beyond dispute that the bonds thus forged in the village
lent it an unprecedented degree of cohesion, which in fact assumed a highly
concrete form. One expression of this would be the village banquet held on the
feast day of its patron saint, the /ibatio, potacio or drykkia, which was known in
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northern and north-west Europe from the tenth century, and which spread to
the whole continent in the course of the twelfth century. These events would
seem to have served as the central focus for the village confraternities, which
are obscure to us because they were so frowned upon by the church, and which
levied money, cither to keep the peace (the paziers of the Forez and of the
Languedoc regions) or to acquire ‘communal’ property (from 1120 or 1130 in
Dorset or in the Maconnais) or to come to the aid of villages afflicted by illness
in the family or at work (as in the Low Countries or in Franconia, from around
1070 or 1090). These common fields, or Germanic Allmende, very probably
did not answer all the community’s requirements, for it needed more space to
graze its herds, forage for wood or even gather and uproot, for reclamation of
rights of use with regard to waste land was the quintessential symbol of village
unity. Its earliest manifestations served as a sort of birth certificate, dated to
something like 1040 or 1070 along the Sadne and the Po, in Germany, and in
northern Spain.

The above considerations together suggest one crucial conclusion regarding
the history of the rural areas in the west, namely, that the village was well on
the way to acquiring a juridical personality of its own. For peasants leading
a settled existence, the manentes and the villani, now periodically assembled
at churches, cemeteries and fountains, in squares or before the perron from
which the lord gave judgement; they would together take refuge in the woods,
in order to evade some incursion, whether military or fiscal; they had their
own representatives, their priest, their smith, their notary and the masters of
their confraternity, all of whom might be prepared to speak up for them. It
lies outside my topic to discuss the problem of village communities, be it the
Iberian fueros, the Italian statuti, the laws of northern France or the German
Weistiimer from the year 1000 to 1250, but these texts plainly represent the
natural culmination of the slow process by which the villages took root in the
countryside. It would be a historical travesty to regard this development as a
pale imitation of the urban ‘communes’. The lord could have been in conflict
with his men, with a mind only to selling them what they asked, and at a high
price, while keeping both game and armed force for himself, but such instances
were very rare. Most often, agreements were made in the common interest.
Once the disturbances of the eleventh century had passed, there is no evidence
anywhere of a challenge to the actual principle of the seigneurial system.

THE CONQUEST OF THE SOIL

If one of the crucial legacies bequeathed to Europe by the middle ages has been
the conquest of the rural areas, its main phase ought to be dated to some point
between the middle of the eleventh century and the middle of the fourteenth
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century. Intrinsically linked to the great surge in population, the encroachment
of ‘plain’ upon ‘bosc’, or that of the ager upon the saltus, and the consequent
increase in arable land, were made at the expense of zones of heath, of natural
meadows, of marsh, of scrubby waste land and of more or less dense forests. So
disparate and clandestine has the struggle between man and the uncultivated
soil been that the study of it by historians has tended in the end to be somewhat
imprecise.

The evidence

The medieval assault upon trees has long been symbolised by the figure of the
‘settler-monk’, generally presumed to be a Cistercian, buc this is an ill-founded
conception, which altogether fails to do justice to the facts. Conversely, there is
no shortage of traces of human endeavour in many domains to which scientific
research now gives us access. I would, for example, refer the reader to the
pedological study of soils podzolised by overintensive exploitation; to the search
in arable land for mardelles, that is to say, blobs of ash left in forests by charcoal-
burners; to the study of ploughing ridges (ackerberg), which bear witness to the
ancient extension of cultivation; to research into surviving hedgerows, whose
species may be classified and dated (as in England); or, finally, to the study of
vegetation that had rotted down as a result of ancient coppicing. However, it is
obviously to palynological studies that we owe the most precise measurements,
relative though these admittedly still are. Formerly restricted to the peat-bogs
of Germany, of Hesse and Hanover, or of the Belgian Eifel, Gaume, Campine,
and Condroz, of Somerset, Kent and Oxfordshire, of Jutland and the Limburg,
pollen-counts have now reached the Valais, the Auvergne, Languedoc and
Brittany, and it is to be hoped that they will in time be employed still further
to the south. Arboreal and herbaceous residues unroll before our eyes the carpet
of ancient vegetation.

Since reclaimed territory often becomes built upon, historians have for obvi-
ous reasons long been drawn to toponomastics, a science which unfortunately
presents many pitfalls. As many instances even in our own century serve to
show, a name may be shifted from one place to another. Suffixes, or indeed
whole toponyms, cannot be dated with any certainty to 1120, say, rather than
to 1300. The Germanic rod, ried or schlag, the Saxon leys, dens or hurst, the
langue d’oil rupr, the langue d’oc rouchi or artiga, not to speak of the uses of
dor